Madness, Scalawagery, and Reconstruction: Dr. William M. Compton and Civil War Era Politics by Branstiter, Eugene Allan
The University of Southern Mississippi 
The Aquila Digital Community 
Master's Theses 
8-2013 
Madness, Scalawagery, and Reconstruction: Dr. William M. 
Compton and Civil War Era Politics 
Eugene Allan Branstiter 
University of Southern Mississippi 
Follow this and additional works at: https://aquila.usm.edu/masters_theses 
Recommended Citation 
Branstiter, Eugene Allan, "Madness, Scalawagery, and Reconstruction: Dr. William M. Compton and Civil 
War Era Politics" (2013). Master's Theses. 418. 
https://aquila.usm.edu/masters_theses/418 
This Masters Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by The Aquila Digital Community. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in Master's Theses by an authorized administrator of The Aquila Digital Community. For 
more information, please contact Joshua.Cromwell@usm.edu. 
The University of Southern Mississippi 
MAD ESS, SCALAWAGERY, A D RECO STRUCTION: 
DR. WILLIAM M. COMPTON AND CIVIL WAR ERA POLITICS 
by 
Eugene Allan Branstiter 
A Thesis 
Submitted to the Graduate School 
ofThe Universi ty ofSouthern Mississippi 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
for the Degree of Master of Arts 
Approved: 
August 20 13 
ABSTRACT 
MADNESS, SCALAWAGERY, AND REDEMPTION: 
DR. WILLIAM M. COMPTON AND CIVIL WAR ERA POLITICS 
by Eugene Allan Branstiter 
August 2013 
This thesis seeks to advance scholars' understanding of Civil War era Mississippi 
through an examination of the often overlooked role former Whigs and scalawags played 
in the state's postwar politics. Using the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum and the career 
of its scalawag superintendent Dr. William M. Compton as lenses, this paper examines 
Civil War era Mississippi's political, social, and cultural history. In doing so, this thesis 
seeks to complicate the historical memory of the era-a memory often dominated by 
images of irreconcilable Redeemer Klansmen and Radical Republicans-by arguing that 
moderate white Mississippians played a powerful role in rebuilding their society after the 
Civil War. This thesis builds on the works of Richard H. Abbot and Terry L. Siep by 
applying and expanding their respective arguments-that Congressional Northern 
Republ icans viewed their Southern allies with disdain- to Mississippi . Scalawags created 
a unique brand of Southern Republicanism that fused free labor ideology with 
paternalism, whi le balancing white supremacy with African American suffrage . 
Compton's career demonstrates how, for a time, scalawags were able to reconcile their 
conservative Southern political values with those of the Republican Party without totally 
surrendering their legitimacy as white Southern leaders. In fact, many of their reforms 
were adopted by Redeemer Democrats and Southern Progressives. Yet, it was the 
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In 1951, historian C. Vann Woodward argued that the Civil War and 
Reconstruction, "while removing some of the South's peculiarities, merely aggravated 
others and gave rise to new ones." 1 The war certainly ended slavery and settled whether 
or not a state could withdraw from the nation; however, it only altered other questions 
about American race relations, the role of the federal government, and civil rights. These 
problems were left to be solved by those who survived the war. For a moment during 
Reconstruction, it seemed as if a revolution was taking hold in the South. Former slaves 
and their white allies entered into the democratic process and claimed their place in the 
halls of government. And yet, that hopeful revolution inspired a counterrevolution led by 
whites who did not believe that social equality was a valid result of the Civil War. In 
time, the majority of Americans either overlooked or condoned the violence of 
Reconstruction, and focused instead on a war that they saw in increasingly romantic and 
cleansed terms. 
To some, Reconstruction is viewed as an unfinished revolution and another failure 
of America's revolutionary mission. To others, it is remembered as a redemption story 
when the South was rescued from its oppressors and white home rule was restored, 
thereby allowing the New South to emerge. To many others, Reconstruction is simply 
overlooked or forgotten because the post-Civil War years are too complex to easily 
comprehend. It is easier to grasp the idea of a good war that freed the slaves and allowed 
the United States to fulfill its destiny as an important international player. Southerners 
1 C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the Ne~v South 1877-19/3 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State 
University Press, 195 1 ), x. 
were even able to a form of victory in their defeat, and part ofthe reconciliation process 
seems to have relied on an agreement that the rebels were not inherently traitorous. 
However, these outcomes had to be negotiated during Reconstruction. The fact that the 
peace that followed the Civil War was so tumultuous and fragile does not fit in the 
popular narrative of the era. To paraphrase Otto von Bismarck, for many Reconstruction 
was like sausages; it's better not to see how it was made. 
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But historians by nature wrestle with the chaos of the past to bring some order to 
it, oddly enough, one of the paths through which we can navigate the turbulence of 
Reconstruction is through an examination of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum and its 
scalawag superintendent, William M. Compton. It is here that we can sift through the 
often oversimplified nature of Reconstruction in Mississippi and the role of white 
Southern Republicans in the state's history. During Reconstruction, scalawags fused 
traditional Southern paternalism with a unique brand of Southern Republican ideology. In 
doing so, they created a surprisingly influential political faction whose policies and 
reforms had a long-lasting affect on Mississippi during the late nineteenth century. This 
thesis seeks to explain how this happened by approaching the state asylum less as an 
isolated community on society's periphery and more as a contingent expression of the 
state's imagined past and envisioned future. In doing so, I argue that Compton's racial, 
gender, and political ideas were much more in line with Mississippi's political 
mainstream than his Democratic counterparts would have liked to admit. 
To understand this, we must first define some terms. Although scalawags as a 
group were much maligned and hated by their contemporaries, these largely conservative 
white Southerners enacted reforms in the state that contim;~ed under the role of the so-
called Redeemers . When Democrats regained control of Mississippi in 1876, they 
immediately began justifying the actions they had taken in order to bring an end to 
Republican Reconstruction. According to Democrats, Reconstruction was racially 
subversive, irresponsibly radical, and morally corrupt. Southern whites who terrorized 
and murdered their political opponents were remembered as "Redeemers" who saved 
Mississippi from the rapine, depravity, and miscegenation of a Republican Party. This 
"Redemption" narrative was so successful that it spawned its own school of academic 
historical thought, inspired the revival of the Ku Klux Klan throughout the United States 
in the 1920s, and defined the popular memory of the Civil War era South for 
generations.2 In fact, the vocabulary created by Democrats to describe their opponents is 
still employed by today's historians.3 
During Reconstruction, white Democrats condemned the Republican Party as the 
party of African Americans, carpetbaggers, and scalawags. Due to its abolitionist roots, 
white Southerners had long seen the Republican Party as a threat to their way of life. 
White anxiety increased after Mississippi's African American population-who 
outnumbered whites-began to vote in support of the party of emancipation. White 
Mississippians were also unnerved by the increasing number ofNortherners who 
migrated to the state during and after the war. These immigrants, known as 
"carpetbaggers," were seen as exploitati ve hucksters and political cronies, interested in 
nothing more than pitting freedmen against their former masters in order to fi ll their 
2 For the seminal works establishing the New South or Dunning School see Will iam A. Dunning, 
Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction and Related Topics (New York, NY: McM illan, 1898); 
William A. Dunning, Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865-1877 (New York, NY: Harper and 
Bros. , 1907). 
3 Hyman Rubin Ill ," South Carolina Scalaw(Jgs (Co lumbia, SC: University of South Carolina 
Press, 2008); Frank J. Wetta, The Louisiana Scalawags: Politics, Race, and Terrorism During the Civil 
War and Reconstruction (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 20 12). 
3 
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carpetbags with ill-gotten spoils. The term "scalawag" was a derisive term used to 
describe white Southerners who supported the Republican Party. Reuben 0. Davis, a 
former congressman and "Redeemer" from Mississippi , defined a scalawag as "a mean, 
low, dirty white man, who [was] capable of selling himself for the sake of having an 
opportunity to plunder honest men. "4 The term was also racially charged, as scalawags 
were accused of increasing their power and wealth by empowering blacks and betraying 
their own race. This thesis, however, is concerned with exploring the role of lesser-
known scalawags like Dr. William Compton. His experiences allow a better 
understanding of the Civil War era by analyzing how Mississippi politics and culture 
manifest in the records of the state asylum. 
The only way to accurately assess the events of Reconstruction is to view them 
within the context of the crisis of the 1850s and the Civil War, heeding the advice of 0. 
Vernon Burton, David Herr, and Matthew Cheney that "it is better to view the mid-
nineteenth century as the Civil War era."5 Antebellum Mississippi was a young, 
increasingly wealthy state built on slave labor, optimistically and self-consciously eyeing 
the future. Mississippians built the State Lunatic Asylum because they considered the 
treatment of the insane to be the responsibility of civilized society. Mississippi 's medical 
reformers studied and built upon the latest theories and methods developed by Western 
psychiatry, but were not simply aping the conduct ofNorthern asylums. The Civil War 
intrinsically changed the role of the state asylum, while emancipation forced Mississippi 
4 Reuben Davis star1ed his political career as a Whig, but was elected to Congress as Democrat. In 
1878, Davis unsuccessfully ran for Congress as a Greenback candidate. For quote see Mississippi in 1875: 
Report of the Select Commillee to Inquire into the Mississippi Election of 1875, with Testimony and 
Docuinentary Evidence, vol. 2 (Washington, DC, 1876), I 072. 
5 0. Vernon Burton, bavid Herr, and Matthew Cheney, "Defining Reconstruction," in A 
Companion to the Civil War and Reconstruction, ed. Lacy K. Ford (Malden, MA: Blackwe ll Publ ishing, 
2005), 300. 
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to grapple with the logistical and racial challenge of treating its African American insane. 
The specter of the Civil War loomed over the asylum during Dr. Compton's time as 
superintendent (a period in which practically every military-aged white male was a 
veteran), and it should not be ignored when assessing the institution's history. 
Mississippi's mental health system, led by Dr. Compton, embodied a combination 
of the period's latest psychiatric methods and traditional Southern paternalism. Often 
resistant to anything that would potentially lead to higher taxes and a larger role of 
government in their private lives, Mississippians were unusually supportive of the state 
asylum since its inception in 1855. This is likely due to the fact that after the Civil War 
the asylum-as one of the few surviving antebellum state institutions- represented the 
symbolic connection between an already idealized past and an envisioned future. 
Resembling a majestic plantation positioned atop a gentle green rise, the asylum defiantly 
served the state's unfortunate insane throughout the trials and tribulations of the Civil 
War era and represented the unique mixture of Southern notions of tradition and 
modernity. The state asylum's superintendency was also a very valuable piece of political 
patronage to be pragmatically dispersed for crass political reasons. This study shows that 
though Mississippi political life was dominated by racial and economic questions, the 
state's political leaders were dedicated to providing for their society's "children of 
misforttme. "6 Continued support of the state asylum remained a point of pride for the 
people of the Magnolia State for generations, and scalawags played an important role in 
that process. 
6 1865 Report of the Trustees of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum (including the Report of the 
Superintendent) , Series 779: Correspondence and Papers of Governor Benjamin G. Humphreys 
(M ississippi State Lunatic Asylum, 1865), MDAH. 
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The Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum was, at its core, a government institution 
and the location of political conflict during Reconstruction. To understand the course of 
the asylum's history, it is useful to understand the political waters through which it sailed. 
Historians have typically addressed three major questions when analyzing the period: was 
Reconstruction a success or failure; how were politics changed during the era; and how 
were existing power dynamics altered by the Civil War. In previous historical 
assessments, the role of scalawag Republicans has traditionally been overlooked or 
oversimplified. The first school of Reconstruction history- the "New South" or 
"Dunning" school of thought-came about during the fin de siecle when William A. 
Dunning established a highly racist and sentimental portrayal ofthe period.7 Dunning and 
his proteges characterized the era as "Black Reconstruction," a time defined by the rule of 
inept former slaves, oppressive northern carpetbaggers, and traitorous scalawag 
collaborators. Scalawags were seen as opportunistic race traitors who destroyed a 
sentimentalized version of the antebellum South in order to pursue their selfish desires. 
To these historians, Reconstruction ended when heroic whites banded together to 
"redeem" the South, thus ending the military occupation of the region and restoring home 
rule, virtuous governance, and white supremacy. 
In the 1920s and 1930s, Progressive historians began to view Reconstruction as a 
conflict between class and economic interests. To them, Radical Republicans were seen 
as agents ofNorthern capitalism, while African Americans served as the political pawns 
of capitalists. Howard K. Beale viewed the civil rights amendments as crass avenues by 
· 
7 Dunning, Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction and Reconstruction, Political and 
Economic. 
which Republicans could attach and dominate Southern interests. 8 This assessment did 
not stray far from the Dunning school in regards to scalawags, who were portrayed as 
venal and vengeful opportunists whose "apostasy from the white race was induced either 
by hopes of personal aggrandizement or by pique for some misfortune suffered at the 
hands of the heretofore dominant element."9 Not only were scalawags viewed as 
hopelessly corrupt, ill-born, and uneducated, they were also seen as having composed a 
tiny minority of the Southern white population. The Dunning and Progressive schools' 
emphasis on "Redemption" relegated scalawags to something of a historical boogeymen 
and cautionary tale against radical reform. 
In 1940, the Dunning school was challenged from within when Beale called for a 
reassessment of white supremacy's role in Reconstruction history. 10 A flurry of 
Revisionist works responded to Beale's call and peaked during the Civil Rights era and 
7 
the 1960s. David Donald, Vernon Warton, and other Revisionist historians rejected the 
Dunning school's embrace of white supremacist nobility and viewed freedmen, 
scalawags, and Radical Republicans with more sympathy and nuance. 11 Joel Williamson 
questioned the traditional treatment of the motivations of scalawags, arguing that while 
"some native whites became Republicans out of expediency, ... it is al so certain that 
many adopted the party out ofprinciple." 12 William C. Harris wrote two books about 
8 Howard K. Beale, The Critical Year: A Study of Andrew Johnson and Reconstruction (New 
York, NY: Harcourt Brace, 1930). . 
9 Francis B. Si mkins and Robert H. Woody, South Carolina During Reconstruction (Chapel Hill , 
NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1932), 92. 
10 Howard K. Beale, "On Rewrit ing Reconstruction History," American Historical Review 45 (July 
1940): 807- 827. 
11 David H. Donald, "The Scalawag in Mississippi History," Journal of Southern History I 0, no. 4 
(November 1944): 447-460; Vernon L. Warton, The Negro in Mississippi 1865-1890 (Chapel Hi ll , NC: 
Univers ity ofNorth Carolina Press, 1965). . 
1 ~ Joel Williamson, After Slavery: The Negro in South Carolina During Reconstruction (Chapel 
Hill , NC: Un iversity ofNorth Carolina Press, 1965), 374. 
8 
Reconstruction in Mississippi in which he presents scalawags as a alliance of former 
Whigs and moderate Republicans who were more interested in regaining congressional 
representation than anything else. 13 Harris's scalawags are depicted as pragmatists who 
represented the best chance to create a biracial political entity in Mississippi ; however, 
they failed to do so because of the rising militancy of reactionary whites and the end of 
the federal army's occupation of the South. 
Harris' work, along with that of La Wanda and John Cox, complicated the way 
historians viewed the postwar political environment. 14 They argue that Reconstruction 
was a period of fluid party realignment in the South. While Democrats were knocked out 
of governance and while most Republicans considered to be interlopers, there was a very 
real possibility that an effective centrist party could have emerged at the national level in 
1866 and 1867. The Republican Party was still a relatively nascent coalition at the end of 
the war, and former Whigs and moderate Republicans saw an opportunity to grab power. 
This did not occur, however, largely due to Radical Republican momentum fueled by 
martial victory and animosity resulting from President Abraham Lincoln's assassination. 
Furthermore, President Andrew Johnson's opposition to several mainstream Radical 
policies-namely the bills extending civil rights to African Americans and establishing 
the Freedmen's Bureau-severely damaged the ability of non-Democratic Southerners to 
avoid assimilation into the Republican Party. 
In the 1960s, political historians began to assess the role of scalawags within the 
wider context of national Reconstruction politics. These historians argue that the "Radical 
13 William C. Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger: Republican Reconstruction in Mississippi 
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1979); William C. Harris, Presidential 
Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1967). 
14 La Wanda Cox and John Cox, Politics, Principle, and Prejudice, 1865-1867 (New York, NY: 
MacMillan, 1963). 
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Reconstruction" described by Dunningites and Revisionists was not all that radical due to 
the limitations of political economy. For instance, David Donald explains that the balance 
of power in the postwar Congress was too balanced as to allow Republicans to move too 
far from the center. 15 Michael Les Benedict argues that the Radical's influence over 
Reconstruction policy has often been overstated in the past and illustrates the extent in 
which they were a numerical minority. This emphasis on intraparty conflict in the 
Republican Party helped pave the way for the next generation of scholarly works that 
demonstrated the complex reality of governing in the Civil War era South and the role of 
scalawags therein. 
Recognizing factionalism within the Republican and Democratic parties proves 
very useful in understanding Dr. Compton's rise and fall. As a conservative Republican, 
Compton sometimes found himself working with moderate Democrats in order to thwart 
the efforts of Radical Republicans. In 1870, Compton went as far as allying himself with 
Ethelbert Barksdale, a fire-eating secessionist, Redeemer news editor, and the younger 
brother of Lost Cause martyr William Barksdale. This seemingly unnatural display of 
bipartisanship in a polarized time can be explained through a consideration of the extent 
of Republican factionalism. As Richard H. Abbott and Terry L. Siep point out, Northern 
Republicans viewed the Southern branch of their party as political liabilities at best. 16 
Northern Republicans were unwilling to assign important committee positions, budget 
appropriations, and subsidies to their Southern colleagues. As a result, scalawags.either 
15 David Donald, The Politics of Reconstruction, 1863-1867 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1965). 
16 .. 
· R1chard H. Abbott, The Republican Party and the South, /855- /877 (Chapel Hill , NC: 
Uni versity of North Carolina Press, 1986); Terry L. Siep, The South Re.turns to Congress: Men, Economic 
Measures, and Intersectional Relationship, 1868-/879 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State Un iversity 
Press, 1984). 
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fled the party or began to pursue their own agendas with the help of Democrats. 17 This 
phenomenon can be seen in the actions of Compton's feud with the Republican Party 
establishment in 1870. 
Eventually, the Republican Party's southern schism proved fatal , and freshly 
united and insurgent Democrats rose up to "redeem" the South's state governments after 
1876. Scalawags, a diverse group characterized by Eric Foner as "men of prominence and 
rank outsiders, wartime Unionists and advocates of secession, entrepreneurs advocating a 
modernized New South and yeoman seeking to preserve semisubsistence agriculture," 
either joined the "Redeemers," retired from politics, or were killed. 18 During the ensuing 
decades, the South's scalawag past was erased and discredited. As an historian would say 
in a local history of Marion County, South Carolina, "I would mention the names of some 
of the scalawags in Marion, but out of respect to the families or descendents of some of 
them, the writer forbears, knowing that the present generation is not responsible for what 
was then done." 19 This project seeks to correct this omission by exploring the role and 
experience of scalawags in guiding their home state into an uncertain post-Civil War 
future, as reflected in the records of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum and the career 
ofDr. William M. Compton. 
The thesis begins with the establishment of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum 
in 1855 and proceeds chronologically, addressing various themes, until 1878. Chapter II 
17 The Democratic Party was not immune to infighting, though their fac tional distinctions appear 
to have been class derived. For conflicts between poor white populist and wealthy "Bourbon" Democrats 
and their destabilizing effect on the party see Stephen Creswell, Rednecks, Redeemer, and Race (Jackson, 
MS: University of Mississippi Press, 2006); William Gillette, Retreatfrom Reconstuction,. l869-1879 
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1979); Stephen Kantrowitz, Ben Tillman & the 
Reconstruction of White Supremacy (Chapel Hill, NC: Un iversity of North Carolina Press, 2000). 
· 
18 Eric.Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York, NY: 
Harper Coli ins, 1988), 297. · . 
19 W . .W. Sellers, A History of Marion County, South Carolina, from Its Earliest Times to the 
Present, 1901 (Columbia, SC: R. L. Bryan, 1902), 95, quoted in Rubin, South Carolina Scalawags, xviii. 
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argues that when Compton composed a history of the state asylum in his inaugural report, 
he was participating in "moral entrepreneurship," a term defined by historian Nancy J. 
Tomes to describe the activities undertaken by early asylum superintendents who worked 
not only to rehabilitate the mentally ill, but also to legitimate the existence of asylums 
and their position within them?° Compton accomplished this by portraying the asylum as 
a bridge between the nostalgic antebellum era and his version of a modem Mississippi. In 
doing so, he worked to convince the public and politicians that the asylum was a 
necessary symbol of the state's modernity and Christian charity. Compton's 1870 history 
of the asylum serves as the basis of this chapter and demonstrates that Mississippi's 
mental health system was up to the standards of older institutions in the Northeast. This 
chapter also discusses Dr. Robert Kells, his staff, and the asylum's allies efforts to keep 
the institution open during the Civil War. 
Chapter III argues that Compton's journey from Whig to Democrat to Republican 
demonstrates the tumultuous and fluid nature of Civil War era politics. Throughout this 
transformation, Compton was consistently guided by a conservative belief that 
paternalistic answers to the postwar questions of race, gender, class, and governing would 
allow Mississippi to put the disastrous Civil War behind it and claim its rightful place in 
the United States. This chapter emphasizes the importance of local politics in influencing 
the motivations of Southerners during thi s era. Just as grand ideals about nationalism, 
slavery, and comradery intersected with more local and personal issues in moving an 
individual to fight in the Civil War, they also influenced people in the way they waged 
· 
20 Nancy Tomes, "A Generous Confidence: Thomas Story Kirkbride's Philosophy of Asylum 
Construct ion and Management," in Madhouses, Mad-Doctors, and Madmen: The Social History of 
Psychiatry in tha Victorian Era, ed. Andrew Scull (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
198 1), 122. 
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the peace that followed. Their postwar activities resist oversimplification and undermine 
the effectiveness of employing such a nebulous term as "scalawag." Instead, this chapter 
examines the life of an individual in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 
complexities of the era and argues that Compton's movement from conservative to 
Republican was not unnatural-as traditionally believed- and is instead indicative of a 
wider fluidity in Mississippi politics. 
Chapter IV argues that by 1869 it was apparent that Mississippi's Democratic 
Party would not be governed by a Whig definition of conservative political discourse. 
The increasingly radical and racial tenor of insurgent Democrats eventually pushed 
Compton away from the party. When the white conservative wing of the Republican 
Party began to gain power during the campaign of 1869, Compton finally abandoned his 
hopes of tempering the Democratic platform and turned scalawag. Although many people 
disliked scalawags like Compton for their perceived defection, a significant number of 
leading figures from both parties sought to forge a conservative white coalition to counter 
radical and African American Republicans. This led to a long internal conflict within the 
Republican Party, which eventually led to rise of the Redeemer Democrats. 
Despite his efforts to form a compromise between Southern conservatism and 
radical Republicanism, or due to the fact that he supported moderation in a polemical era, 
Compton became was one of the earliest casualties of the Republican Party's civil war. 
Humiliated by a sexual misconduct scandal in 187 1, Compton largely withdrew from 
partisan politics for the rest of his career. During the last seven years of his life, the 
asylum superintendent dedicated all of his energy towards reforming and expanding his 
institution and conducting a campai-gn to alter the way the public viewed insanity and 
13 
alcoholism. The racial, gender, and medical policies he championed were always based 
on his conservative conception of the role of government in the private lives of his 
citizens, and he rarely proposed to challenge Mississippi's cultural hegemony. Although 
Compton fits the definition of scalawag- indeed, his unceremonious dismissal from the 
asylum suggests his counterparts viewed him as such- the simplicity of this term proves 
to be problematic. The conclusion of this thesis reiterates the significant role paternalistic 
conservatism played in Compton's life . By examining how Compton is remembered in 
state and local history, I conclude that the liberal use of the term "scalawag" to describe 
all white Southern Republicans hinders our attempt to make sense of Reconstruction. 
I never intended to spend a significant amount of time studying the history of 
insanity or mental hospitals. Originally, an interest in the postwar experiences of 
Mississippi's Civil War veterans led to me the tattered old patient registry of the 
Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum. The registry, incomplete yet tantalizingly provocative, 
proved to be one of those sources that begs a historian to delve deeper into its mysteries. 
After months of digging through government correspondence and annual reports, and 
chasing promises of potential answers waiting just beyond yet another corner, I found 
myself with a project much different from that which I started. Surprisingly, questions 
strictly focusing on veterans of the Civi I War and their families led me to answers about 
how the treatment of insane persons in Mississippi reflects the realities of politics, race, 
gender, and sectionalism in the decade and a half after the war. The Asylum served as a 
battleground during the war-battlements are still visible on its former grounds- and it 
continued to be one during the fights between carpetbaggers, scalawags, and redeemers 
after Appomattox Court House. 
14 
This is the story of flawed and broken individuals struggling to maintain some 
semblance of control over forces much larger than themselves during a time of 
revolution. One struggle relentlessly leads to another as the characters in this tale 
continue on as best they can, entering into alliances with strange bedfellows and dealing 
with the unforeseen consequences of their decisions. Some experience a great deal of 
triumph, while others toil in anonymity. Still others are held up as geniuses, while some 
are consigned to the madhouse. Finally, there are the individuals who take up the cause of 
those who are completely dependent on the assistance of others. Battles are fought by 
people for a complex combination of service and self-interest, paternalism and charity. In 
many ways, Compton's efforts to rescue the minds of his patients, to allow them, in his 
words, "to engage in the battle oflife again," was simply a continuation of his work as a 
field surgeon during the war.21 Compton's experiences show that, for many, the Civil War 
and Reconstruction were the same conflict, and that for many, waging the peace that 
followed was just as costly as the war. 
In the end, I found veterans of another sort. I hope to show that they, as well as 
their contributions, have not been lost. 
21 Annual RrJport of the Board a/Trustees and Superintendeni of the Mississippi State Lunatic 
Asylum for the Year 1875 (Jackson, MS: Mississ ippi State Lunatic Asylum, 1875), 7- 8, MDAH. 
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CHAPTER II 
A HOME FOR THIS MOST UNFORTUNATE CLASS 
Upon his appointment as the superintendent of the state asylum in December 1870 
by newly-elected scalawag Governor James L. Alcorn, Dr. William M. Compton 
undertook the composition of a "Synoptical History of the Mississippi State Lunatic 
Asylum."22 The turmoil of the reestablishment of civil government in Mississippi since 
the end of the Civil War had left the state asylum and its records in utter disarray. 
Compton used his skills as an amateur historian to not only familiarize himself with the 
institution he had been charged with, but also to remind the state government of the 
asylum's role as a symbol of Mississippi's modernity, social progress, and prestige. By 
composing a history of the asylum in his inaugural report, Compton was not only 
attempting to rehabilitate the mentally ill, but also legitimate the existence of asylums and 
his position as its superintendent.23 
Though asylum care was a well-established practice in the United States by 1870, 
Compton understood that no state welfare program was safe during Mississippi's 
economically lean and politically turbulent postwar years. The survival of the state 
asylum, as well as Compton's very lucrative patronage position, depended greatly on the 
support of the legislative and executive branches of the government. The asylum also 
needed the support of the public. If the citizenry of Mississippi did not believe in the 
medical or symbolic benefits of the state asylum, there would be no p~litical pressure for 
funds and, more importantly, no patients. By linking the asylum to the nostalgic 
22 Annual Report of the Board of Trustees and Superintendent of the Mississippi State Lunatic 
Asylum for the Year 1870 (Jackson, MS: Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum, 1870), 12, MDAH. 
23 Tomes referred to such endeavors by early asylum superintendents as "moral entrepreneurship." 
See Tomes, "A Generous Confidence: Thomas Story Kirkbride's Philosophy of Asylum Construction and 
Management," 122. 
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paternalism of the antebellum era, Compton hoped that Mississippians would be 
reminded of their obligations to the moral treatment of the state's insane population and 
support the institution with a renewed sense of enthusiasm. 
Compton attributed the founding of the state asylum to a concerted homegrown 
campaign that was linked to a larger national mental health reform movement led by 
Dorothea Dix during the decade before the Civil War. Prior to the establishment of the 
asylum in 1855, Mississippi resisted fo llowing the North's lead by devolving social 
welfare responsibilities from counties to the state government. Concerns about expanding 
the role of government in the private lives of citizens, Mississippi was slow to construct 
large centralized poorhouses, hospitals, and asylums. Counties relied on outdoor poor 
relief practices such as the direct disbursement of money, food, or other subsistence 
goods. In the largely rural frontier society of early nineteenth-century Mississippi, care of 
the poor, ill, and disabled fell largely to the families and, by extension, localities. Town 
officials only stepped in to intervene when there was no family or when families failed to 
provide for their relatives. In such cases, the less fortunate were relocated to live in the 
custody of an individual who was paid by the community to house the destitute and 
mentally ill in their private residence, a practice commonly referred to as the keeper 
system.24 For the most part, as long as the insane did not disturb the peace, society 
usually allowed them to wander at will and participate in public Iife.25 
The keeper system was by no means perfect, as care for the insane varied from 
county to county. Like many of the contracts forged in Mississippi's frontier 
24 Christopher L Stacey, "The Political Culture of Slavery and Public Poor Relief in the 
Antebellum South," Journal of Mississippi History 63, no. 2 (Summer 200 I): 129- 145. 
25 Lynn Gamwell and Nancy Tomes, Madness in America: Cultural and Medical Perceptions of 
Mental Illness before /9/4 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995), 20. 
communities, terms of guardianship were often informal. Some counties provided more 
funding than others, and some regularly denied poor relief to those without property. 
Counties with a large indigent population often opted to engage in any public forms of 
relief. Even in the best cases, the care the mentally ill often received in the keeper 
system-a term that reflects the Enlightenment belief that the insane were bereft of 
reason, thereby rendered little more than animals- deprived the insane of basic human 
dignity. Throughout the United States, accounts of the indignities suffered by insane men 
and women, who were often found chained to walls or housed in crowded cells for 
months on end, sparked a national movement to reform mental healthcare? 6 
After Mississippi achieved statehood and its cotton economy gained momentum 
in the 1840s, wealthy communities like Natchez and Vicksburg established medical 
hospitals that also served as poorhouses and mental asylums. Despite the construction of 
these institutions, most Mississippians did not want to follow the example of the Northern 
states that had created state-run mental health systems that revolved around large 
specialized asylums and poorhouses. This resistance to the centralization of public 
welfare stemmed from a deeply ingrained tendency towards localization in the South, as 
well as a desire to mask the South's growing indigent population. The local relief 
institutions that were established during the Antebellum period often stood empty, and 
served as a symbol of the virtues of Mississippi's slave society. For example, as the 
Vicksburg Hospital remained relatively underutili zed, Warren County's keeper system 
housed twenty paupers and lunatics as late as 1859.27 Furthermore, many Mississippians 
believed that indoor relief programs were merely the first step towards Northern and 
26 Gamwell and Tomes, Madness in America, 19. 
27 Stacey, "Public Poor Relief in the Antebellum South," 138. 
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European-style socialism, the destruction of private property rights, and abolition. The 
slippery slope towards permanent insanity was simply less threatening than the one 
towards emancipation. 
Despite these concerns, a growing chorus of advocates propelled Mississippi 
towards mental healthcare reform during the 1840s. In his history of the state asylum, 
Compton identified three prominent doctors as influential in the effort to establish a 
central asylum for the care of the state's insane population-Drs. WilliamS. Langley, 
Thomas J. Catchings, and E. Pickett. These men observed that the state's wealthiest 
citizens with mental ailments were seeking residence and treatment in other states, while 
poorer Mississippians lacked proper treatment. Reliant on the keeper system, the state's 
insane "were wearing out their own lives as well as the lives of their friends, in misery 
and woe at home" while "the most violent and dangerous ones were riveted to the floors 
of county jails and dungeons."28 To these reform advocates, the time had arrived for 
Mississippi to surrender pretense and acknowledge its responsibility to care for "her 
children of misfortune. "29 In 1846, several men sought and obtained seats in the 
Mississippi legislature for the sole purpose of introducing bills to establish a state 
asylum.30 
In his account of the asylum's estab lishment, Compton sought to remind his 
contemporaries of the institution's continued mission and their own role within it. He 
described Mississippi's reasons for founding the state asylum in flowery terms: 
The increase of population, the steady advancement of civilization, State 
pride, the honor of our people, the instincts of common humanity, all 
required that Mississippi, in the care of her children of misfortune, should 
28 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 12. 
29 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 13. 
30 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylumfor the Year 1870, 13. 
come up to a level with that lofty charity which characterized the 
magnanimity of the age, and erect, on her own so il , a HOME for this most 
unfortunate class of her citizens. 31 
To Compton and his predecessors, the state asylum was not some foreign institution 
imposed upon them by reforming interlopers and secret socialists. In was, instead, a 
product ofMississippi's endemic sense of patriotism, Christian charity, modernity, and 
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paternalism. Despite the accusations of Northerners who did not know "her," Mississippi 
was not a barbaric and backwards place. The state was forward-thinking, self-sufficient, 
and charitable. This message would find resonance among its audience in 1870, who 
found themselves under intense national scrutiny and whose honor had been questioned 
since the failure of the Confederacy. Amidst the carpetbaggers and the Radical upstarts, 
Compton- a Republican himself- appealed to the common cause and history shared by 
white Mississippians in order to rally support for the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum 
during their uncertain times. His version of the asylum's founding appealed to a shared 
sense of communal responsibility to the poor and afflicted by conjuring up memories of 
Mississippi's past grandeur and beneficence. 
The first public proposition for a state asylum in Mississippi was made by 
Governor Albert Gallatin Brown in his inaugural address to the legislature. Only thirty-
three years old when he called for the establishment a "refuge for the insane" in January 
1846, Brown was already one of the most popular and influential individuals in the 
state.32 Born to a poor farming family in South Carolina, Brown migrated to Mississippi 
during a land rush in 1823. Brown made a name for himself when he attacked the 
National Bank as a state legislator and was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, 
31 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Yem.-1870, 13. 
32 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylwnfor the Year 1870, 13. 
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then as Governor of Mississippi in 1844. Remembered as the "father of our public school 
system and the University of Mississippi," Brown's declaration of support was a major 
coup for the asylum movement in the state.33 "We have never provided an asylum for 
lunatics," he declared, adding that "the best feelings of humanity require that the 
omission should be supplied."34 Unfortunately for asylum proponents, an act to establish 
the asylum passed the Senate on February 20, 1846 only to fail in the House. 
When the next legislature convened two years later, Governor Brown appealed to 
the paternalistic impulses of the body, arguing that it was "a reproach to any Christian 
people, that lunatics and insane persons should go at large, unprotected by the care of 
their fellows, constantly exposed to danger themselves, and putting in imminent peril the · 
lives and property of others."35 He then called for the immediate appropriation of three 
thousand dollars to the remedy of "this long neglected and crying evil. "36 Commenting as 
if he were in the gallery listening to the governor make his demands, Compton exclaimed 
that speech was "Short, but full of force, and to the point!"37 Despite Brown's intentions, 
three thousand dollars was a very small amount to set aside for the building of a new 
asylum, and Compton pointed out that the state of Rhode Island had spent $250,000 for 
its asylum.38 The governor may have kept the state's initial investment low because he 
either vastly underestimated the costs of building an asylum, worried that a larger amount 
would not have passed the House, or he recognized that necessity would compel the 
legislature to increase future allocations once construction was underway. Nevertheless, 
33 Clayton Rand, Men of Spine in Mississippi (Gulfport, MS: The Dixie Press, 1940), 155. 
34 Mississippi in 1875: Report of the Select Committee to Inquire into the Mississippi Election of 
1875, with Testimony and Documentary Evidence, 2:13. 
35 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 13. 
36 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi Stale Lunaiic Asylum for the Year !870, 13. 
37 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 13- 14. 
38 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 14. 
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on March 4, 1848, the legislature passed a bill that appropriated ten thousand dollars for 
the construction of the asylum. 39 
When the legislature committed to building the asylum, they also donated a five-
acre plot of land within the city limits of the capital city of Jackson. They also stated that 
the brick for the asylum would be manufactured using convict labor from the nearby 
State Penitentiary. Senator L. V. Hodges, representing Smith and Rankin Counties, 
attempted to increase the state's initial allocation to twenty thousand dollars, but, as 
Compton explained, "retrenchment, reform, and low taxes prevailed ... and the 
amendment went to the table."40 To oversee the construction of the asylum, the 
legislature appointed WilliamS. Langley, William Morris, H. Hilzheim, Thomas J. 
Catchings, and C. S. Tarpley to serve as the first Board of Commissioners. To handle the 
design of the facility, an architect named Mr. Gibbons was hired and sent on a tour of 
"the most celebrated Hospitals for the Insane, in the Northern States."41 He returned with 
the "excellent plan of the New Jersey State Asylum, which was built after the plan of that 
eminent medical philanthropist, Dr. Thomas S. Kirkbride."42 The legislature may have 
been self-conscious about maintaining an air of self-sufficiency when it came to how they 
administered public welfare, but their decision to seek help from the man Compton called 
"the model Superintendent in America" demonstrates that Mississippi was serious about 
building a modern mental health facility in their state.43 
It soon became clear to the Board of Commissioners that the plot of land set aside 
for the asylum was not ideal. First, it was located within the city and was "too exposed to 
39 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 14. 
40 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 14. 
41 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 14- 15. 
42 Annual Report ofthe.Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 14- 15. 
43 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic A::.ylum for the Year 1870, 15. 
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the noise and bustle of the outside world."44 Furthermore, the lot was "not suffi ciently 
extensive to afford a farm, garden, and pleasure grounds for the support of the Institution, 
occupation of the convalescents, and recreative exercise for all."45 The commissioners 
decided to sell the lot for seven hundred dollars and purchased a I 40 acre parcel of 
rolling farm land one and half miles north of the city for $I ,700.46 Finding their project 
over budget and the progression of construction proceeding at a crawl, the commissioners 
wrote to newly-elected Governor Joseph W. Matthews complaining that the penitentiary 
had been slow to produce the number of bricks required and that the original allocation of 
$ I 0,000 was "a mockery and an insult to the very name of charity."47 Governor Matthews 
appears to not have taken any action to alleviate the situation; however, the asylum's 
commissioners would soon received assistance from their Yankee allies. 
During the I 852 legislative session, famed asylum and prison reformer Dorothea 
L. Dix of Massachusetts arrived in Mississippi. Compton, once again, spared no 
rhetorical expense when describing her work on behalf of the asylum movement: 
In the work of inducing the Legislature to realize the importance of the 
enterprise [of building the state ·asylum], and to live up to it, the 
Commissioners were assisted and sustained by the Christian energy and 
devotion of that good woman, Miss D. L. Dix, who had been sent by 
Heaven to the mentally afflicted in America- a ministering angel to 
whose efforts in their behalf, thousands of persons today stand indebted 
for the reason they enjoy . .. the comfortable homes in which they live.48 
When Mr. Gibbons, the architect, reported that he needed fi fty thousand dollars to 
complete and furnish the asylum, the legislators and Governor Henry S. Foote, "aroused 
44 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asy lum for the Year 1870, 14. 
45 Annual Report· of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 14. 
46 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 15. 
47 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 16- 17. 
48 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 17. 
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to a full appreciation of the subject," promptly passed a bill that appropriated the 
necessary funds on March 16, 1852.49 
This infusion allowed the commissioner to hire a new architect, Joseph Willis, to 
design two new wings for the asylum. Local engineers were also contracted to oversee 
the project. Upon inspection, the asylum's foundation was found to be defective, so the 
commissioners were advised to tear down the unfinished brickwork and start over again. 
Compton praised the commissioners' "indomitable energy and perseverance" as "the 
walls of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum, brick by brick, ascended heavenward once 
more; inch by inch, the work progressed. "50 As 1852 drew to a close, the asylum's 
construction fund had only $1 ,720 left on hand. To supply the asylum with gas works, 
stables, barns, fencing, furniture, and bedding, the commissioners requested and were 
granted an additional $75,000 from the state. 51 
The building project was slowed by a yellow fever epidemic in 1853 that afflicted 
the construction workers and detained the asylum's plaster and stucco in New Orleans 
and Vicksburg. Despite the outbreak of "yellow jack" and the destruction of the 
contractor's shop in a fire, the commissioners were optimistic that the asylum could begin 
accepting patients on May 1, 1854. Once again finding that they lacked adequate funding 
to furnish the asylum, they commissioner requested another thirty-thousand dollars from 
the legislature. At this point in the building project, the state was too deeply invested in 
the asylum to deny thi s request. After appropriating the needed funds to the commission, 
the legislature passed an act that establi shed the regulations and oversight of the new 
institution. Another act was passed that required the governor to nominate, with the 
49 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870,. 17- 18. 
50 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 17. 
5 1 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 18. 
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consent of the Senate, a board of five Trustees. The Board of Trustees would serve four-
year terms, and was charged with managing the Asylum. They were also given the power 
to elect and pay the superintendent, treasurer, and steward to oversee the institution's day-
to-day operations. On March 2, 1854, Governor John J. McRae nominated and had 
confirmed trustees Dr. WilliamS. Langely, GeorgeS. Yerger, Charles E. Hooker, John 
C. Carpenter, and Warren P. Anderson. After another outbreak of yellow fever and yet an 
additional appropriation of ten thousand dollars, the asylum opened on January 8, 1855. 
Dr. Langley, a man to whom Compton referred as a combination of an architect, 
financier, and man of science, was appointed to serve as the first superintendent of the 
state asylum.52 In January 1856, the Board of Commissioners ceded full control of 
Mississippi's new institution, capable of boarding 150 patients, to the Board of Trustees. 53 
The Enlightened Progress of a Christian Age 
For almost any other social welfare program, the investment of$165,000-as 
reported as the final cost ofthe asylum's construction-was unthinkable in Mississippi 
during the antebellum period. The state's adoption of an expensive asylum-care program 
should be viewed within a larger national trend towards the insti tutionalization and 
centralization of social welfare. By establi shing the state asylum, as well as a school for 
the blind, a public education system, and a state university, Mississippi sought to cement 
its position as one of the most modern states in the Union. Arguments for an asylum in 
Jackson by prominent leaders like Governor Brown show that Mississippians were not 
wholly dismissive of government intervention in the private lives of its citizens. Instead, 
the state supported the creation of a public welfare system that would rival those in the 
52 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylumfor the Year 1870, 19- 20. 
53 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylumfor the Year 1870, 23 . 
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Northern states, albeit in a manner that did not conflict with the state's traditional 
paternalist and slave culture. 
Mississippians were proud of their new state institutions, and they were just as 
proud that they were able to create them more economically than other states. However, 
after the asylum opened, the actual costs of operating the institution became increasingly 
apparent. For the next decade, the asylum's Board of Trustees and various supervisors 
worked constantly to convince legislators, county officials, and tax-payers that they 
believed that the state government was better suited than the towns and counties in curing 
and providing for the insane. 
Mississippi society's traditional dislike of government spending and centralization 
was a significant obstacle for the asylum and its leaders. After the asylum opened, the 
trustees immediately began to struggle to balance their books. At the time, patients who 
were able to pay for treatment were required to do so, while "pauper patients" were 
provided with free care. 54 Evidently sensing that they could no longer convince the 
legislature to make any further significant investments, the trustees began to argue that 
the county governments should shoulder more of the financial burden of treating indigent 
patients. The trustees believed that many of the families of potential patients were lying 
about their inability to pay the state for care. Furthermore, the trustees accused county 
officials of being complicit in thi s ruse, since the state was obligated to take 
responsibility of pauper patients. By requiring counties to pay for the therapy of their 
impoverished residents, the Trustees believed that "such frequent impositions" would be 
prevented. 55 
54 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 23 . 
55 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 23-24. 
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Compton stated that the trustees' suggestions were just as prudent in 1856, 
although for different reasons, as they were when he was writing hi s history in 1870. He 
claimed that if the various county boards of supervisors were required to pay for 
treatment, they would be more apt to make inquiries about the financial standing of the 
patients they sent to the state asylum. In theory, this would substantially lessen the state 
government's expenses and stabilize the asylum's budget. Yet Compton also warned that 
if such a plan were enacted, the state should take steps to make sure that it did not prevent 
counties from sending their insane residents to the asylum. Without proper oversight 
from the state level, Compton thought that "many a drivelling crone, imbecile old man, 
and epileptic child ... would be consigned to wretchedness and misery in a cheap county 
poorhouse because he, she, or it had no friends. "56 In arguing this point, Compton hoped 
to require counties to pay for treatment while ensuring the balance of power favored state 
institutions. 
Along with their recommendation that the counties pay for their pauper patients' 
treatment, the trustees also advocated that African Americans, free or enslaved, be 
provided with mental healthcare by the state. The trustees were convinced that the 
legislature, if presented with a bill, would support an act that provided for insane African 
Americans. Their appeal to white slave owners' honor as masters reflects the pro-slavery 
arguments being made during the period leading up to the Civi l War: 
It is the pride of Mississippi , and we may say, ofthe Southern States, that 
the slave population is amply protected by law, from brutal and barbarous 
treatment from masters, overseers, and others. It is true, the relation of 
56 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunalic Asylum for lhe Year 1870, 24. The use of the 
gender-neutral pronoun "it" may refer to ihe belief that homosexual and transgender behavior was 
considered to render the insane "unsexed." For an example of homosexual and transgender individuals 
committed to asylums, see the case of Lucy Ann Lobdell in Gamwell and Tomes, Madness in America, 
165. 
master and slave is, like every institution known to society, often abused; 
but it is not so much a defect in the law that abuses are not corrected .... 
The Trustees believe that there should be a special department for [slaves 
and Freemen]. The masters of slaves received as pauper patients, ought 
unquestionably, to support them while in the Institution; and in the case of 
free persons of color who have property, they should, of course, support 
themselves. 57 
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However, the fact that the bill the trustees were asking for was never passed also suggests 
a disagreement among white Southerners about relations between the state, African 
Americans, and slave owners. By simply acknowledging that slaves could suffer from 
mental illness, the trustees were seen as undermining a key belief in the pro-slavery 
argument: since enslavement was the natural state of African Americans and such a state 
freed them of the corrupting influences of modern life, there were no cases of insanity 
among slaves. 58 By including the trustees' proposition in favor of providing of mental 
care to African Americans during the crisis of the 1850s, Compton was, in turn, 
defending the integration of the state asylum by Republicans during Reconstruction. 
After the suggestions pertaining to the counties and the admission of African 
Americans were rejected, Governor McRae agreed to loan ten thousand dollars to the 
asylum in 1856 without the approval of the legislature. McRae justified his decision by 
calling the asylum "a monument to the noble impulses of the great heart of humanity, 
which swells within the bosom of our people. "59 Of the asylum itself, he bragged that it 
was "unsurpassed by any Institution in the United States."60 At the end of 1857, the 
asylum's first superintendent, Dr. Langley, retired and was replaced by Dr. W. B. 
Williamson, who joined the trustees and Governor McRae in demanding that the counties 
57 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year /870,24-25. 
58 Gamwell and Tomes, Madness in America, I 0 1- 103. · 
59 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 26 . 
60 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 26. 
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pay for treatment. In their 1857 annual report, the Trustees and Williamson declared that 
Mississippi was "now assuming her proper position among the civilized States of the 
world." Assured that Mississippi's future prosperity was "as certain as the sunshine and 
the shower" and praising the legislature for acting "in accordance with the enlightened 
progress of a Christian age," the superintendent and the trustees found no reason to 
d . . h I 61 re uce mvestment m t e state asy urn. 
Despite the optimism of the trustees, the first decade of the asylum's existence 
was marred by instability and political conflict. In most states, there was little continuity 
within the state legislatures as most representatives served single biennial term. The fact 
that the governorship changed hands eleven different times in Mississippi from 1850 to 
1865 also proved to be detrimental to the creation of long-range policy-making. As a 
result of this political environment, asylum policies tended to address immediate, short-
term concerns.62 Debates about the funding and operation of Mississippi's asylum were 
also subject to larger questions regarding to the proper role of government. During the 
Antebellum period, just as during Reconstruction, the asylum served as an arena of 
partisan and ideological conflict in state politics. 
In the winter of 1858, complaints were made against the officers of the state 
asylum. As to what these claims were or where they originated from, Compton does not 
say. It is likely that the poor fiscal condition of the asylum exacerbated the continued 
conflict between the counties and the state government. It is also possible that, in an era 
of increasingly polarized politics, the trustees' endorsement of integrating the asylum and 
acknowledgment of African American insanity proved too radical for the Democratic 
61 Annual Report of the Mississippi Slate Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 3 1. . 
62 Gerald N. Grob, Mental Illness and American Society, 1875-1940 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1983), 49. 
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status quo in the state government. Whatever their reasons, in one sweeping resolution, 
the legislature removed the superintendent, assistant physician, steward, and all but one 
of the Trustees from office. After abolishing the Board of Trustees, the legislature 
replaced it with a Board of Supervisors, which was structurally identical to its 
predecessor except that it was composed of six instead of five members. The new 
supervisors- John C. Carpenter, William H. Brown, L. Julienne, Richard Griffith, Dr. S. 
C. Farrar, and Howell Hobbs-then elected Dr. Roberts Kells as the new superintendent, 
and Dr. G. K. Birchett of Vicksburg as assistant physician.63 
The appointment of Robert Kells as superintendent had a stabilizing effect on the 
state asylum. Kells, who Compton described as a young physician who had "risen to 
eminence in his profession in the city of Jackson," immediately undertook a mission to 
increase the prestige of Mississippi's asylum by emphasizing the institution's role as both 
a curative hospital and a psychiatric research facility.64 Born in 1818 near Hudson, New 
York, Kells moved to Edwards, Mississippi in 1840 where he maintained a private 
practice and a plantation. Kells established himself as a leading physician in the state 
while playing an active role in the organizing of the State Medical Association and the 
State Board of Health.65 Although he believed that black patients should be housed at the 
asylum, Kells did not pursue the matter and focused on other reforms instead. As 
superintendent he wrote a study of the role of incest as a cause of insanity. Another of 
Kells's dissertations studied the effects of overly stringent educational practices, arguing 
that "forcing too rapid development in the young" had detrimental effects on their 
63 The Asylum records do not provide an explanation of why the Board ofTrustees were replaced 
by the Board of Supervisors. Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 34. 
64 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum f or the Year 1870, 34. 
65 Biographical and Historical Memoirs of Mississippi, vol. II (Chicago, IL: Goodspeed 
Publishing Company, 189 1 ), 280. 
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physical and mental well-being.66 Kells's management of the asylum balanced the 
progressive desire to address the existence and treatment of African American insanity 
with the conservative desire to defend the slave regime from all perceived threats, 
smoothing many a ruffled feather among Mississippi's conservative leadership.67 
After rectifying most of the asylum's financial problems-to which Compton 
referred to as a "great spongy incubus"- and rehabilitating the public image of the 
asylum, Kells began to advocate for an expansion of the institution.68 Dorothea Dix's visit 
to Mississippi just before Kells took office greatly aided the new superintendent's efforts 
to expand the asylum. In a memorial read before the legislature, Dix appealed to the 
"justice and humanity" of the body and asked them to build new wards for male patients 
at the asylum.69 She warned them that if they failed to do so, their only alternative would 
be to send their children of misfortune to "fill up the asylums of Pennsylvania and 
Connecticut."70 This embarrassing prospect stung the collective pride of the state during a 
time of rising animosity between the North and South. 
Me Willie quickly offered his support, recommending that a contingency fund of 
five thousand dollars be placed in his care in case of an emergency and that funds be 
provided for the construction of new wards for the purposes of segregating pauper 
patients from more respectable paying patients. 71 The legislature did not meet again until 
after the state seceded, but in 1861 they approved the request for a contingency fund and 
66 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylwn for the Year 1870, 35. 
67 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 35. 
68 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 34. 
69 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 37. 
70 Although Dix used sectional divis ions to aid her a rguments, she also cal led for national unity in 
her memorial , s tating that she- a New Englander- was just as happy working to aid the insane in 
Mississippi as she was "in Massachusetts, in Carolina, or in Missouri." She added that "My life, sir, belongs 
to this cause- through this to my whole country." See Annual Report ojthe Mississippi State Lu.natic 
Asylum for the Year 1870, 36- 37. 
71 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic A.sylumfor the Year 1870, 38. 
31 
appropriated thirty-two thousand dollars for expansion of the asylum and the construction 
of a home for the Superintendent on the grounds. Furthermore, in the process of 
centralizing and strengthening the authority of the now Confederate state government, the 
legislature voted to issue a warrant to pay any ofthe asylum's outstanding debt, and 
reduced the number of supervisors-once again relabeled the Board of Trustees-to the 
gubernatorial appointees: L. Julienne, Howell Hobbs, and W. A. Withers.72 
Sustained in a Desolate Country 
The Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum's wartime experience not only 
demonstrates an increase of power under the auspices of the state government, but it also 
reflects the Civil War's wider cultural effects on Mississippi. As the war commenced in 
earnest, Kells's leadership and managerial skills allowed the asylum to endure while other 
state intuitions buckled under wartime pressures. As one of the few state institutions to 
survive the Civil War, the state asylum became a symbol of the state's ability to operate 
as an independent entity. During the war, the State House and Senate formed a joint 
committee to inspect the asylum. They found the Asylum was the model of charity and 
tranquility: 
We found everything about the establishment in the neatest condition. 
Handsome parterres of flowers adorn the exterior and give an air of 
cheerfulness to an Institution which ordinarily impressed the visitor with 
feelings of gloom. We found in the Institution one hundred and forty-five 
patients in varied stages of lunacy .... The patients were uniformly clean 
and comfortable .. . . The physician in charge was polite and courteous, 
and without hesitation, conducted us through every part of the building, 
from the upper wards [where the paying patients were treated) even to the 
kitchen [where lower-class women worked). Your committee were deeply 
impressed with the perfect control which he seemed to hold over this 
usually unruly class, who in this instance yielded to his commands and 
72 Annual Reporl oflhe Mississippi Slale Lunatic Asylum for lhe Year 1870, 42. 
discipline as readily as children do a beloved parent. ... Much pains have 
been taken to improve the health of the patients .... "73 
Kells and his staffs efforts to provide the best care possible to their patients while, as 
Compton described, "every nerve in Mississippi was strung in its highest tension to 
engage in the terrible and unequal conflict" deeply impressed the asylum's visitors.74 
Despite the best efforts of the superintendent and staff, they could not protect their 
32 
patients from the tribulation of war forever. After Jackson fell into Union hands on May 
14, 1863, the state government relocated to Columbus, Mississippi- which was located 
over 150 miles away from the old capital and the asylum. Compton praised Kells for 
standing "firmly, at his post, the staunch friend and protector of those who armies could 
not protect." 75 
In July 1863, a corps ofNorthern soldiers made the asylum grounds their camp. 
Their proximity to a large body of Union soldiers exposed the asylum's residents to 
various camp diseases, and in the summer of 1863 death proved to be the most common 
avenue out of the asylum. "Thirteen died of dysentery," Kells recalled in his report, "two 
of consumption, two of typhoid fever, one of congestive chill, one of congestion of the 
brain, and one of the liver."76 He attributed the high death rate to the fright produced by 
the appearance ofthe Union Army and the "terrible discharge of artillery," the miasmic 
foulness of decaying vegetable and animal matter in the Northern camps, and the lack of 
nutrition that was caused by the lack of access to a market and Yankee foragers. 77 To add 
73 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 39-40. 
74 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 39. 
75 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870,42. 
76 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 43. 
77 On July 11 -14, the six guns of-Batteries·L and M, 3rd U.S. Arti llery fired 257 rounds into the 
Confederate defenses of Jackson from their position on the asylum grounds. Their gun emplacement, now 
on the grounds ofthe University of Mississippi Medical School and Hospital, is one of the few intact Civil 
War sites in Jackson. Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 43 . 
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insult to injury, seven out of the asylum's ten male attendants "left to break bread" with 
the Union soldiers, leaving Kells to served as superintendent, assistant physician, and 
steward with an insufficient staff. 78 If the disease, the accumulation of offal around the 
asylum, and shortage of attendants were not bad enough, the asylum was shelled by 
Confederate forces when members ofthe Federal Signal Corps occupied the building's 
cupola. "It is sad to think," Compton mused in 1870, "that war, with its horrors, could not 
spare even the Lunatic Asylum! "79 
Union occupation and the depreciation of Confederate currency cut deeply into 
the asylum's operating fund. As Confederate specie and warrants became virtually 
worthless the price of food rocketed. A joint committee of the legislature found that the 
price of a pound of bacon had increased from fifty cents to two dollars. Flour had 
likewise risen from forty dollars to one hundred dollars per barrel, and beef from fifteen 
cents to forty cents per pound.80 Lumber and firewood were also increasingly scarce due 
to the presence the Union and Confederate armies, and the price of a cord of wood 
climbed to twenty dollars. Kells and the trustees desperately searched for ways to provide 
for the basic needs of their patients. On February 13, 1863, the trustees purchased 153 
acres of neighboring woodland from 1. S. Sifer for the purpose of selling the wood at the 
asylum's profit.81 Kells also requested that the asylum's Confederate specie be converted 
into bales of cotton-since its value was much more stable-and asked that he be 
78 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 43. 
79 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 45. 
80 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum f or the Year 1870, 45. 
81 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 46; 1865 Mississippi 
State Lunatic Asy lum Report. According to the terms of sa le, the state asylum put $3,600 dollars down for 
the land while the other $3,600 was to be paid in August 1863 with interest. There is no record as to . 
whether the wood was ever cultivated, or if the Federa l Army consumed it; however, the asylum was not 
ab le to pay down any of their debt to S ifer until after the C ivil War. 
34 
authorized to exchange the cotton with Federal authorities for food and clothingY 
Predictably, the Mississippi state government denied this request. 
The legislature did, however, vote to increase the asylum's annual appropriation 
from $32,000 to $50,000. Governor Charles Clark, who Compton described as "always, 
and under all circumstances, the tender and sympathetic friend of the Asylum," was also 
given an addition $25,000 for the asylum's contingency fund. 83 As the Civil War 
progressed and more ofthe state ofMississippi fell out of Confederate control, the 
asylum found itself with a surplus of virtually worthless Confederate currency. If any 
confidence in the state government's ability to support the asylum remained in Kells's 
mind, it was likely dashed when his asylum was visited by a Mississippi Reserve 
enlistment officer during the final winter of the Confederacy. 
On Christmas Eve in 1864, Captain J. H. Miller, who was the officer in charge of 
enforcing conscription in Hinds County, was ordered to "investigate and report upon the 
claims of the employees of the Lunatic Asylum."84 Miller was to pay special attention to 
the cases of attendants Daniel Eshleman, John Sprawls, Chas Young, a man named Hall, 
and Dr. Kells's, son William, and determine ifthey could be replaced by men unfit for 
duty in the field. The possibility oflosing four of his attendants was one thing- let alone 
his son, who had received a disability discharge from the 18th Mississippi Infantry in 
1863- likely convinced Kells that he and his tiny staff were alone in living up to their 
obligation to caring for the state's wards.85 When news of war's end arrived, Kells was 
82 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 43-44. 
83 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 45. 
84 Special Orders, Mississippi Reserve Corps; 1864-/865, n.d., Order No. 91 , War De partment 
Collection of C()nfederate Records, 1825-1 927, NARA. · 
85 William H. Kells, Company K, 18th Miss~ssippi Infantry, Compiled Service Records of 
Confederate Soldiers Who Served in Organizations from the State of Mississippi, NARA. 
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attempting to transport cotton across Union lines in order to obtain supplies. If Kells held 
any ill-fee lings towards the state legislature, neither he nor Compton mentioned it. The 
asylum "had been sustained in a desolate country," and Compton gave all credit to 
Governor Clark and Kells.86 To Compton in 1870, it was more useful , perhaps noble, to 
present the asylum as a symbol of Mississippi's ability to enduring rather than assign 
blame for its wartime hardships. 
Compton, himself a Confederate veteran, wrote of the end of the Civil War, 
"years full of fearful events had enrolled themselves with the past . . . the arms of the 
South had been laid at the feet of the conqueror. "87 Kells's 1865 hand-written report to the 
trustees and governor echoed this sentiment, and stated that the destruction of war and the 
trauma of defeat would have a detrimental effect upon the psyches of Mississippians. Of 
his I 02 patients, Kells believed only six had any hopes of recovery and he viewed his 
duties as mainly custodial rather than curative. He also urged the state to prepare for a 
rise in mental illness. The loss of property, wounded pride, and the habits of 
intemperance "contracted by so many of our best men, in the army," Kells argued, would 
render the state a fertile breeding ground for insanity. He was also pessimistic about the 
future financial stability of the institution, citing the "reverses of fortune that would cause 
many paying patients to be transferred to the pauper list. "88 To Kells, the Civil War not 
only di sordered the minds of Mississippi's citizenry, it also blurred class and social 
distinctions. 
The postwar history of the state asylum proved to be just as tumultuous as its fi rst 
few years. In 1867, weary Robert Kells retired to his private practice in Jackson. He was 
86 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year i870, 46. 
87 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 46. 
88 1865 Mississippi State Lunatic Asy lum Report. 
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replaced by Dr. A. B. Cabaniss, who was also concerned that the experience of the Civil 
War would increase the demands placed upon the asylum. He urged the legislature to 
expand the institution. In 1867, the legislature once again abolished the Board of 
Trustees, this time in favor of an eleven-man Board of Supervisors composed of two 
representatives from each Congressional district (except for the fourth district, which 
received three.)89 After a fire started by a patient, as well as a tornado, damaged the 
asylum later that year, the legislature began searching for new avenues of funding. One 
plan called for the establishment of a state lottery to support the asylum and the Orphan's 
Home (another symbol ofthe effects of the Civil War upon Mississippi), but the act was 
never passed.90 The asylum's prospects were worsened when Cabaniss was unable to pass 
the loyalty oath required by the U.S. Congress for all office-holders in the former 
Confederacy. Dr. William Deason was then appointed as superintendent, but not until 
after the Board of Supervisor was dissolved again on April 20, 1870. Deason's tenure as 
superintendent was short-lived, as he was quickly tapped to head the new State Hospital 
in Natchez merely months after his initial appointment. It was at this moment that Dr. 
William Compton, a Kentucky-born, Philadelphia-trained, scalawag newspaper editor, 
and former Ku Klux Klan leader from Holly Springs was appointed as Superintendent of 
the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum. 
When he was appointed, Compton had long been active in the politics of the state 
and understood the complexities of Civil War era Mississippi. Political discourse had 
become increasingly polemical and violent during the Crisis of the 1850s, and the Civil 
War had done little to alleviate this fact. Since the end of the war, old ideological and 
89 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 50- 51. 
90 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylumfor the Year 1870, 51. 
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cultural forces were reemerging under new partisan banners. Party identity was fluid as 
labels like "scalawags," "carpetbaggers," "New Lights," and "Bourbons" were employed 
to describe complex coalitions of often divergent ideologies. Compton understood this 
instability, having only recently shed himself of the "Conservative" label to join James L. 
Alcorn's faction of Mississippi's Republican Party. His skill in navigating the rough seas 
of the state's politics had brought him to the helm of the largest public welfare institution 
in Mississippi . As the new superintendent, Compton composed his "Synaptical History" 
not because he felt history should be written for history's sake. He wrote it because he 
knew that Mississippi prided itself in gaining strength from the past while having a vision 
of the future. In doing so, Compton began an eight-year-long endeavor to promote the 
asylum of Mississippi's imagined past and envisioned future, while also securing his 
place as a leader in the state's postwar future. 
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CHAPTER III 
A SHOT IN THE DARK 
As the shadows grew longer, the Loyal League gathered at the home ofNelson G. 
Gi ll in Holly Springs, Mississippi in 1868.91 Originally from Illinois and a Union Army 
captain, Gill had moved to Mississippi to lead the Freedmen's Bureau in Marshall 
County. He socialized openly with African Americans, established a school for former 
slaves, and served as an effective Republican political operative. A talented public 
speaker, Gill was known for delivering long speeches to crowds of Freedmen. He 
organized torchlight parades through Holly Springs and marched black voters to the polls 
to drumbeats and song. His efforts served as a voter education program and protection 
program, since African Americans were less likely to be defrauded or intimidated if they 
arrived at the polling stations well-informed of their rights and in large numbers. Under 
his leadership, Marshall County Republicans maintained a firm grip on local politics 
during the five years after the Civil War.92 
But for every action, there was an opposite reaction-at least in Marshall 
County-and Gill's efforts to empower and embolden African Americans had 
marginalized and intimidated most of the local whites. As a local historian recalled, Gill 
made many enemies among the whites of the county because "he preached and lived 
91 The exact date of this attack is unknown since those who knew about the assassinat ion attempt 
spoke anonymously or were tight-lipped about detai ls. Considering the increase of political violence in 
1868, as wel l as the establ ishment of Ku Klux Klan chapters in northern Mississippi starting in 1867, I 
bel ieve th is attack occurred at some point dur ing the 1868 election. Gi ll was also appointed to the head of 
the Freedman's Bureau in Holly Springs when it was establ ished in 1868. For biographical information on 
Gill see Ruth Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshal l County," in Publications of the Mississippi Historical 
Society , vo l. 2 (Oxford, MS: The Society, 19 12), 168- 170, 175; for the establishment of the Ku Klux Klan 
in northern and nor1heastern Mississippi see George C. Rabie, But There Was No Peace: The Role of 
Violence in the Politics of Reconstruction (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press; 1984), 69- 74 ; Harris, 
The Day ofthe Carpetbagger, 172- 175. 
92 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 168- 170. 
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social equality."93 When he fraternized with blacks, conservative whites saw his behavior 
as threatening the social balance of the community. His school encouraged former slaves 
to seek out an education rather than work, and hi s wife-who was suspiciously swarthy 
in complexion according to some accounts-taught young black girls to travel in groups 
and force white girls to yield the walkways of the town.94 For every Republican 
torchlight parade, Southern Democrats argued there were frightened white mothers and 
children cowering in shuttered parlors as their men stood helplessly by listening to the 
jeer, "Carve that 'possum, nigger, carve him to the heart. Carve that white man, nigger, 
carve him to the heart. "95 Every story of blacks triumphantly ushering their own to social 
positions once exclusively held by white men carried the threat of racial upheaval in 
Marshall County. Defeated in war and politics, Southern whites were desperate to 
reassert themselves as the masters of their society. 
As Gill welcomed his guests, several members of the local Ku Klux Klan crawled 
beneath the home's floorboards. Concealing themselves beneath the room where the 
meeting was being held, they listened to the League's proceedings and patiently awaited 
an opportune moment to kill the carpetbagger Gill. The lot had fallen on Dr. J. L. Holland 
to break hi s Hippocratic Oath and shoot Gill once the meeting commenced. As the proper 
moment arrived, the Klansmen emerged from beneath the house and Holland leveled his 
pistol at Gill. Just as the assassin was about to fire, Jim House, a "tender-hearted [man] .. 
. who couldn't bear to see [G ill] shot," knocked the gun up, sending the bu llet into the 
night sky, ending the meeting for both the Loyal Leaguer and Klansmen.96 
93 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 168. 
94 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 199. 
95 Watk ins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 186. 
96 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 178. 
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As House, Holland, and their compatriots retreated, they probably wondered what 
was in store for them in the coming days. Although they had failed to kill Nelson Gill , 
they believed they had furthered their overall mission to "suppress the negro and keep 
him in the position where he belongs, and to see that the Democratic party controls thi s 
country."97 Despite the attack, Gill and his wife remained in Holly Springs to embolden 
local African Americans. Although scattering a Loyal League meeting and frightening a 
hated scalawag may have been an exhilarating release of their anxiety and frustration as 
white men, Holland and House did little to undermine the local Republican Party. 
Furthermore, the onus was on Holland and House for mishandling the assassination, 
disturbing the peace, and breaking their oath to "do the acts commanded of you by the 
commander of this Ku Klux Klan, outside of the civil law, so help you God."98 One can 
only imagine their report to the Grand Giant and founder of the Ku Klux Klan in 
Marshall County, Dr. William M. Compton.99 
Compton's journey from antebellum Whig to postwar Democrat and finally to 
Reconstruction scalawag demonstrates the tumultuous and fluid nature of Civil War era 
politics in Mississippi. In order to navigate the uncertainty of postwar Mississippi, 
Compton was guided by a abiding belief that a conservative and paternalistic approach to 
questions of race, gender, class, and governing would allow his home state to recover 
from the destruction of the war. His political career also emphasizes the importance of 
local politics in influencing the motivations of Southerners during this time. Historians 
have ably shown that a myriad of factors motivated men to fight in the Civil War, but 
97 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County, " 178. 
98 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 178, 
99 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 178. 
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such an analysis has not been as thoroughly applied to postwar motivations. 100 Just as 
grand ideals about nationalism, abolition, slavery, and comradery intersected with local 
and personal issues to move an individual to take up arms to fight in the Civil War, these 
issues also influenced them in their attempts to survive its aftermath. Their postwar 
activities resist oversimplification, and through an examination of the life of Civil War 
era contemporaries as individuals, a deeper understanding of the messiness of the era can 
be gained. 
Creating Scalawags 
Scalawags occupied an enigmatic position in Reconstruction politics. Cutting a 
middle path between irreconcilable factions of Jacobinical reformers and recalcitrant 
reactionaries, scalawags confounded allies and adversaries alike. African American and 
carpetbagger Republicans distrusted them for their conservatism and limited support for 
black civil rights. Democrats reviled scalawags for their perceived desire to forsake not 
only their own honor in joining the Republican Party, but also that of their race and the 
cause for which many of them had fought. To both factions, the loyalty of scalawags like 
Compton to their respective causes did not go far enough. As a result, scalawags were 
condemned as men devoid of loyalty and honor, and the residue of this intense 
vilification lingers in the memory ofthe Civil War era a century and a half later. 101 
100 Margaret M. Storey, Loyalty and Loss: Alabama's Unionists in the Civil War and 
Reconstruction (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2004); James M. McPherson, For 
Cause and Comrades: Why Men Fought in the Civil War (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1998); 
Stephen Berry, All That Makes a Man: Love and Ambition in the Civil War South (New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2002); Aaron Sheehan-Dean, Why Confederates Fought: Family and Nation in Civil War 
Virginia (Chapel Hill , NC: University ofNorth Carolina Press, 2009); Gary W. Gallagher, The Union War 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 20 12). · 
101 An excellent assessment of the cultural, racial , and political motivations behind the vili fication 
of sca lawags in historical memory can be found in Rabie, But There Was No Peace, chap. 1- 2; Rubin lll , 
South Carolina Scalawags, xv-xxvii ; Wetta, The Louisiana Scalawags, chap. I. 
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The Civil War era was a time of elevated passions and zero-sum politics. When 
scalawags muddied the waters and complicated a simplistic virtuosity of causes- Radical 
or Lost- they infuriated their peers. Perhaps just as maddening to carpetbaggers and 
Democrats was the fact that no matter how much they disliked scalawags for their 
moderation, white Republicans continued to be an important and influential political 
entity in Mississippi during Reconstruction. Although scalawags were the subjects of 
derision, their economic, social, and political power forced carpetbaggers and Democrats 
to work with them. For their part, scalawags recognized that the continuation of 
Republican rule in the South could only be legitimized with local white support, while 
Democrats needed their assistance to maintain white supremacy in the region. 102 As 
historian Frank J. Wetta argues in his study of Louisiana scalawags, "it took an 
exceptional southern white man to be a Republican ... during the Civil War and 
Reconstruction. "1 03 Like most declarations of exceptionalism, though, this assertion 
comes with caveats. The scalawag wing of the Republican Party was no more ambitious, 
opportuni stic, and skilled than their Northern and Democratic counterparts. What made 
them exceptional was the fact that they were Southern men from a conservative and 
paternalistic culture who were "capable of imagining (their] role in a new social and 
political order" and were willing to risk their lives, fortunes, and reputations to face the 
violence and social isolation of forging a middle way through a polemical era.104 
The scalawag's dedication to a new social and political order was not without 
limits. Very few could match the radicali sm of Robert Flournoy, a wealthy former slave-
owner who was known as "the William Lloyd Garrison of Mississippi" and the "John 
102 Rubin III , South Carolina Scalawags, xvi. 
103 Wetta, The Louisiana Scalawags, 13. 
104 Wetta, The Louisiana Scalawags, 13. 
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Brown of Mississippi Radicals."105 Although Unionism accounts for many white 
Republican votes in the Piney Woods region, much of the scalawag leadership in 
Mississippi was composed of members of the planter class. As such, they were 
fundamentally Whiggish in their conservatism, deeply invested in traditional Southern 
paternali sm and suspicious of Jacksonian Democracy.106 The vast majority of scalawags 
were avowed white supremacists, though they advocated for the social elevation- not 
equality-of talented African Americans. Regarding forwarding the rights of freedmen, 
leading scalawag and future governor of Mississippi John L. Alcorn stated: 
With a platform guaranteeing to the freedman all his rights as a citizen, 
providing generously for the education of his children, securing to him, by 
its exemption from seizure and debt, the enjoyment of a homestead, and 
influential and respectable mass of the white people of Mississippi may 
maintain their position as advisors of the old and devoted servants of the 
South, the colored people. 107 
Even in their support of African American civil rights, the vast majority of scalawags 
could not help but sound like the old paternalists they were. 
Post-Dunning school generalizations about the political and economic background 
of scalawags has generally fallen into two lines of thought: the "persistent Whig" and the 
"persistent Unionist" schools. 108 More recently, historians have acknowledged the diverse 
origins of these men. In perhaps the most important book regarding Reconstruction, Eric 
Foner stated that scalawags were simultaneously "men of prominence and rank outsiders, 
wartime Unionists and advocates of secession, entrepreneurs advocating a modernized 
105 Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution, 1863- 1877, 303; Harris, The Day of 
lhe Carpelbagger, 347. 
106 Donald, "The Scalawag in Mississippi History." 
107 Quoted in May Spencer Ringo ld, "James Lusk A lcorn," Journal of Mississippi His101y 25 
(October 1963): 6. · 
108 For the seminal work of the "Persistent Whig" school see Donald, "The Scalawag in 
Mississippi History;" Allen W. Tre lease, "Who Were the Scalawags?," Journal ofSoulhern Hislory 29, no. 
4 (November 1963): 445-468. 
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New South and yeomen seeking to preserve semi-subsistence agriculture."109 Historian 
Hyman Rubin III succinctly asserted that South Carolina's "white Republicans were a 
diverse lot" who initially joined the Republican Party due to issues unrelated to African 
American civil rights, and gradually recognized the abilities and merit of their black 
colleagues. 11 0 Whether they had been stubbornly Unionist or Whiggish, Compton's 
history suggests that what united the great majority of scalawags was their persistent 
conservatism- even when they embraced Republican reforms. 
Although David Donald and Allan Trelease disagreed on their main points, they 
both advised future historians to heed the powerful influence of local politics and avoid 
overgeneralizations. In assessing the role of scalawags in the creation, implementation, 
and effectiveness of the notorious "Mississippi Plan" of 1875, Donald warns that "the 
whole situation is one of the utmost complexity, and any sweeping generalizations must 
be received with caution." 11 1 Acknowledging that the "spectacular events" that took place 
in the South from 1860 to 1877 could "make it easy to overlook the substantial element 
of continuity which underlay them," Trelease urged his readers to recognize that the party 
allegiances of scalawags were often "dependent upon local issues, habits, and loyalties as 
opposed to the greater questions of state and national concern." 112 Perhaps unknowingly, 
these historians were preparing the way for the so-called cultural turn. 
Greater insights into the role of scalawags in Southern history are attainable not 
only through an understanding of where they came from; it is also imperative to place 
them within a cultural context. Compton's story allows one to fo llow Trelease's advice 
109 Foner, Recons/ruction: America's Unfinished Revolulion, 1863-1877, 297. 
110 Rubin III , Soulh Carolina Scalawags, xx,xii . 
111 Donald, "The Scalawag in Mississippi History," 458. 
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and examine the creation of scalawags at the local level and to explore how one man 
came to the decision to turn scalawag. In turning the lens towards a single figure and 
accepting that our historical subject had, as historian Stephen Berry pointed out, "less 
knowledge, less vision, and as much confusion about [his] paradoxical world than we 
have about our own," one might gain a deeper understanding of the bedeviled scalawag 
and, in turn, the Civil War era. 113 
"After Words I Will Not Forget It" 
William Compton's biography is an example of the complex role scalawags 
played in their society during Reconstruction. It also illustrates that the line of 
demarcation one crossed to "turn scalawag" was not well-defined and the stigma of such 
transformation took many different forms. If a scalawag was simply a white Southern 
Republican, then Compton fits the mold. He certainly felt the sting of social and political 
ostracization that resulted from his perceived disloyalty, but it did not ultimately destroy 
his reputation as an upstanding white Southern man. Compton's life demonstrates that 
scalawags were important and influential political actors throughout the Civil War era. 
Compton was born in Madisonville, Kentucky on August 4, 1833, and earned a 
medical degree from Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia in 1854 at the age of 
21. 114 Like so many young men, Compton sought his fortune in the cotton fro ntier of 
Miss issippi . In 1855, he opened his practice in Holly Springs (nicknamed The Capital of 
North Mississippi), the country seat of Marshall County (likewise referred to as the 
Empire County). The young doctor quickly established himself within the planter and 
11 3 Stephen Berry, ed., Weirding the War: Stories from the Civil War's Ragged Edges (Athens, 
GA: Univers ity ofGeorgia Press, 2011), 3. · 
11 4 Jefferson Medical College is now known as Thomas Jefferson Un iversity, and was founded in 
part by George McClellan, the father of Union general and 1864 Democratic nominee for President George 
B. McClellan. 
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business class of his new community, and in 1856 he married Beatrice "Beappie" 
II' Yarborough, the daughter of a local planter. ) By the 1860 census, Compton's property 
and personal worth was valued at $45,000, and while he did not personally own any 
slaves, Compton's father-in-law owned 35. 11 6 Compton's ties to the slave regime and the 
planter class led him to become active in local Whig politics, acquiring "an enviable 
popularity, not only as a physician of skill and learning, but as a leading and public 
spirited citizen." 117 By 1861, Compton had been elected to the state legislature after 
Mississippi had seceded from the Union. After the legislative session ended, Compton 
was commissioned as the staff-surgeon of General James L. Alcorn's brigade of sixty-day 
troops. 118 
The first year of the Civil War was difficult for the Compton family. On February 
26, 186 1, the Compton's infant son, Charles Yarborough Compton, passed away. The 
fo llowing January, Beappie bore a second son, Willie, but her health never returned to 
her. She passed away on May 23, 1862 while her husband, who had enlisted as a private 
in the 34th Mississippi Infantry Regiment after his sixty days with Alcorn's brigade 
ended, was encamped near Tupelo. 119 After Beappie was buried in her family's plot in 
Hi llcrest Cemetery, Compton left his five-year-old daughter, Nannie, and infant son in 
the care of his mother, Sallie. 
11 5 Untitled tribute to Will iam M. Compton in the McWill ie-Compton Fami ly Papers, MDAH. 
11 6 UniledS!ales Census, 1860, Marshall County, Miss issippi. According to his letters to his 
mother during the Civil War, Compton makes references to their cotton crop. It is likely that Compton may 
have used his Charles Yarborough's, his father-in-law, as labor on his own land. See William M. Compton 
to S. L. Compton, June 30, 1862, "William M. Compton to His Mother, 1862-1865" McWi ll ie-Compton 
Papers, MDAI--1, Z953, folder 5. 
11 7 The Medical Officers ofthe New Yorks State Lunatic Asylum, ed., "Proceedings of the 
Association," The American Journal of Insanity 36 (October 1879): 204. 
118 William Baskerville Hamilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878 (Holly Springs, MS: 
The Marshall County Historica l Society, 1984), 10 1. · 
11 9 Compiled Service Records ofConfederate Soldiers Who Served in Organizations from the 
State of Mississ ippi, Wi ll iam M. Compton, 34th Mississippi In fantry Regiment, NARA. 
47 
Compton was promoted from private to assistant surgeon in the 34th Mississippi 
sometime before April 19, 1862.120 His thoughts remained with his children and he 
unsuccessfully applied for a promotion to full surgeon in order to gain a position closer to 
Holly Springs during the summer of 1862. 12 1 Most of Compton's existing letters were 
sent from the Confederate hospital at Macon, Mississippi , but he appears to have spent 
much of his time in the fi eld. 122 Compton proved to be a skillful field surgeon, and in 
1862 he performed one of the Civil War's few successful hip-joint amputations in the 
fi eld. 123 His regiment saw significant action at the battles of Perryville, Chickamauga, 
Franklin, and Nashville. For three years, Dr. Compton struggled to mend the broken 
bodies of his comrades as they flowed in and out of his hospital tent. He would have 
undoubtedly encountered soldiers disabled by the psychological traumas of the war, and 
their treatment would have likely been his first forays into psychiatry. 124 
In his letters to his mother, Compton seems to have found army life draining. He 
never complained about the management of the army, but he made several references to 
the difficulty of obtaining fresh produce and medicine for soldiers. At one point, 
12° Compton is listed as the Assistant Surgeon o f the 34th Mississ ippi Infantry Regiment when 
they mustered into service on April 19, I 862 in Hamilto n, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, 145. 
12 1 William M. Compton to S. L. Compton, July I I , I 862, McWillie-Compton Family Papers, 
MDAH . 
122 T he Med ical Officers of the New York State Lunatic Asylum, "Proceed ings of the 
Association," 204- 20 5. 
123 Accord ing to Compton's memorial in the Journal of Insanity, a "record and photographic cut" 
of this amputation was preserved by the U.S. Surgeon General's Offi ce. See The Medical O fficers of the 
New York State Lu natic Asylum, "Proceed ings of the Association," 204 ; Hamilton, Holly Springs 
Mississippi to the Year 1878, 10 1. 
124 C ivi l War soldiers are shown to have experienced forms of menta l trauma similar to modern 
defini tions of Post-Traumatic Stress Sy ndrome in Eric Dean, Shook Over Hell: Post-Traumatic Stress, 
Vietnam, and the Civil War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999); Diane Miller Sommerville, 
"Will They Ever Be Ab le to Forget?: Confederate Soldiers and Mental Illness in the Defeated South," in 
Weirding the War: Stories f rom the Civil War 's Ragged Edges (Athens, GA: University o f Georgia Press, 
20 I I), 32 1- 339; David Anderson, "Dy ing of Nosta lgia: Homesickness in tlie Un ion Army During the Civil 
War," Civil War History 56, no. 3 (September 20 I 0): 247-282; Frances C larke, "So Lonesome I Co uld Die: 
Nostalgia and Debates Over Emotiona l Contro l in the C ivil War North," ,Journal of Social History 4 1, no. 2 
(Winter 2007): 253- 282 . 
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Compton urged his mother to tell their neighbors to not send sweets to camps, since the 
combination of an unhealthy diet and the ever prevalent scourge of dysentery wreaked 
havoc in the camps. Instead, he advised them to begin saving up food for themselves 
since the army could provide for itself, but could make no promises for those back in 
Holly Springs, where the war was taking a terrible toll. 125 
Due in part to the presence of a cannon and small arms foundry, as well as the 
town's important position between Corinth and Memphis, Compton's home community of 
Holly Springs was the location of over sixty skirmishes and raids after it was occupied by 
Union forces in late 1862. In December 20, 1862, Confederate General Earl VanDorn 
led his cavalry and a brigade of Texas infantry in a raid of the town that severely 
disrupted Union General Ulysses S. Grants attempt to take Vicksburg. After capturing 
Holly Springs, VanDorn's men blew up a Union hospital on the square and destroyed 
over a million dollars worth of equipment. 126 Despite this violence, many of Marshall 
County's citizens moved from the countryside and into Holly Springs due to the presence 
of large bands of deserters. 127 Early twentieth-century local histories refused to p lace the 
blame for the destruction caused by both armies, stating that "it would be difficult to say 
which color uniform created the most havoc." 128 Although the citizens were firmly in 
support of the Confederate war effort, they avoided making their situation worse by 
agitating their Yankee occupiers.129 
125 Wi lliam M. Compton to S. L. Compton, June 30, 1862, McWillie-Compton Fami ly Papers, 
MDAH. 
126 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshal l County," 157. 
127 James W. Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1968), 25. · 
128 Hamilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, 35; Watkins, "Reconstruction in 
Marshall County," 157- 158. 
129 Hamilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, 39. 
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For Compton, as was the case for most soldiers during the Civil War, dislocation 
from his fami ly and home was a distressing experience. 130 In his article investigating the 
occurrence of debilitating homesickness, referred to as "nostalgia" by the era's 
physicians, historian David Anderson argues that for Union soldiers, "familial linkages 
were crucial to either maintaining some kind of mental and emotional symmetry, or 
deflating spirits and puncturing moral.'ol 31 While not directly referencing nostalgia, 
historian Diane Miller Sommerville suggests that Confederate soldiers "suffered even 
greater psychological damage than their Union counterparts" and were "doubly crippled" 
by the anguish of not only fighting, but also the shame of failing their nation, family, and 
comrades. 132 Compton did his best to maintain his connection to his mother and children 
while campaigning, frequently closing his letter by reminding his mother to "kiss Nannie 
& the boy .... God knows I love those children too much, much more since I lost my 
Beappie." 133 "Kiss my little children" he wrote in another letter, "and do not let them 
forget me." 134 Longing for home and surrounded by death, Compton also thought of the 
welfare of his children in the case of his own demise. "Take care of my chi ldren for me," 
he asked, "I may never see them again, if not train them up as they should live." 135 
Weighed down by the harsh realities of war and his continued duty to his fami ly, 
Compton soldiered on. 
13° For the psychological effects of homesickness see Clarke, "So Lonesome I Cou ld Die," 253-
82. 
131 Anderson, "Dying of Nostalgia," 25 1. 
132 Sommervil le, "Will They Ever Be Able to Forget?," 322-323. 
133 Will iam M. Compton to S. L. Compton, July 22, 1862, McWillie-Compton Family Papers, 
MDAH. 
134 William M. Compton to S. L. Compton, April 4, 1864, McWill ie-tompton Family Papers, 
MDA H. . 
135 Will iam M. Compton to S. L. Compton, June 30, 1862, McWill i~Compton Fami ly Papers, 
MDA I-1 . 
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The fact that the Confederate Army was unable to protect Holly Springs and his 
family from the Union Army weighed heavily on Compton's mind throughout the war. 
Despite his inability to be physically present in his home, Compton did his best to serve 
them from a distance. He urged his mother to not put their family in danger in order to 
protect their cotton crop from Federal troops, telling her that "a true patriot will always be 
ready to sacrifice his property & if need be his blood for his country." 136 While stationed 
in Macon, Mississippi, Compton found the time to try to mend his family by marrying 
Ernestine "Louie" Goodwin, a "plain, common sense, and very sensible gir1." 137 Anxious 
to introduce Nannie and Willie to their new mother, Compton tried to make arrangements 
to send Louie through the Union lines to Holly Springs. "She knew what she was doing 
when she married a widower with two children & is prepared for any reverse of fortune 
which this war may bring us," he told his mother. 138 "If we could only go home now and 
sit quietly down, I am sure I would be extremely happy & I believe that we would all be 
well pleased with each other." 139 Unable to get her to Holly Springs, Compton left Louie 
in Macon and went to serve in the Tennessee and Atlanta campaigns under General John 
Bell Hood. While he was gone, his mother and children remained behind enemy lines and 
his new wife gave birth to a daughter named Sallie. 
136 William M. Compton to S. L. Compton, June 30, 1862, McWillie-Compton Family Papers, 
MDAH. 
137 William M. Compton to S. L. Compton, January 13, 1864, McWillie-Compton Fami ly Papers, 
MDAH. 
138 Wi lliam M. Compton to S. L. Compton, January 13, 1864, McWillie-Compton Fami ly Papers, 
MDAH. . 
139 Wi lliam M. Compton to S. L. Compton, January 13, 1864, McWillie-Compton Family Papers, 
MDAH. 
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In October 1864, Compton predicted that Abraham Lincoln would be handily 
reelected and another four years of "war or subjugation" would follow. 140 "Great God!" 
he lamented, "Will I have to remain in the war four years longer? I had soon be dead." 14 1 
The next month, Compton considered resigning his commission to return home. Instead, 
he remained in the army, concluding that he would only arrive in Holly Springs in time to 
be drafted into an undesirable detail due to the repeal of the service and conscription 
exemptions. Remaining at his post out of a sense of duty and necessity, Compton worked 
with some success to attain discharges for his neighbors and comrades who were too sick 
. . h .c. 1" 142 to contmue servmg on t e 1ront me. 
As Hood's Army ofTennessee was battered in Tennessee and Georgia, Compton 
grew increasingly pessimistic about the future of the Confederacy. Perhaps unable to 
come up with any reassuring or comforting words to send home, Compton wrote only 
one letter to his mother during the defense of Atlanta. When his mother apparently 
scolded him for not sending news of his whereabouts, Compton said that he did not think 
she would get his letters and he had tasked Louie to write in his stead. "Really I had no 
news to write," he explained. "It was directly after the fall of Atlanta & everything was in 
such confusion that I did not feel like writing anything." 143 
The Confederacy's prospects grew increasingly dim during the winter of 1864-
1865. Compton told his mother that General William T. Sherman's army was "marching 
140 William M. Compton to S. L. Compton, October 25, 1865, McWillie-Compton Family Papers, 
MDAH. 
14 1 William M. Compton to S. L. Compton, October 25, 1865, McWillie-Compton Family Papers, 
MDAH. 
142 William M. Compton to S. L. Compton, November 12, 1864, McWilfie-Compton Family 
Papers, MDAH. 
143 William M. Compton to S. L. Compton, November 12, 1864, McWillie-Compton Family 
Papers, MDAH. 
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quietly and comparatively unmolested ... through the state of Georgia. " 144 Having heard 
a rumor that Union General George Thomas had been defeated, Compton's response was 
somewhat guarded. "I do hope it is so," he wrote, "for if ever any poor mortals need a 
victory to cheer their desponding feelings the soldiers of the Confederate Army certainly 
do." 145 Ten days later, the Army ofTennessee was effectively destroyed by Thomas's 
army at the battle ofNashville. Hood and the remnants of his army, including the 34th 
Mississippi, withdrew from Tennessee and Georgia and made winter camp in Tupelo, 
Mississippi . 
Compton seems to have withdrawn into himself as the prospect of defeat became 
more likely. Despite his skill as a surgeon, his soldiers continued to die of diseases and 
infections he could not control. The Confederacy continued to suffer defeats in the field 
and , to make matters worse, its Army was unable able to protect families like the 
Comptons and communities like Holly Springs from the Union Army. The fact that 
Compton and so many other Confederates remained with their units speaks to 
characterize them as soldiers; however, the experience of defeat also reflects who they 
would become after the war. For Compton, the mental effects of battle and defeat 
familiarized him with anxiety, depression, and insanity-shaping him into an empathetic 
and effective psychiatric therapist in the postwar period. 
Since Tupelo was only sixty miles from Holly Springs, the 34th Mississippi was 
granted furlough to visit their families. When the regiment reported back to duty, around 
two hundred soldiers, including Dr. Compton, returned to duty. On January 15, 1865, 
144 William M. Compton to S. L Compton, December 5, 1864, McWillie-Compton Fam ily Papers, 
MDAH. . 
145 Wi lliam M. Compton to S. L Compton, December 5, 1864, McWi ll ie.Compton Family Papers, 
MDAI-1 . 
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Compton wrote that his regiment had been ordered back to Georgia, leaving Mississippi 
"to the protecting care of [Nathan Bedford] Forrest." 146 The tone of his last wartime letter 
reflects the desperate final spring of the Confederacy. "I cannot write of any war news 
that is good & therefore I shall not say much about it," he told his mother before his 
thoughts returned to his children. 147 "Do not let my little children forget me. I hope that 
before many months I can have all my family together under our roof and I will be 
permitted to stay with them. I am very very tired of being from home, but I think it is for 
the best & that in after words I will not forget it." 148 Bereft of any prospect of victory and 
unable to protect his family, Compton continued serving as a Confederate surgeon until 
his army surrendered near Greensboro, North Carolina on April 26, 1865. 
"To Your Tents, Oh Israel!" 
Motivated by his proclivities as a leading member of his community's class of 
ruling paternalists, Compton buried himself in the business of rebuilding Marshall 
County immediately after the war. The county's cotton and lumber industry relied heavily 
on the labor of its newly emancipated 15,000 African American residents-who 
composed about 51 percent of its population. 149 Although it is not known exactly how 
many soldiers Marshall County contributed to the Confederate war effort, in the 
immediate aftermath of defeat, the former Superintendent of Army Records in 
Mississippi estimated that 30 percent of the state's servicemen had died during the Civil 
War. This loss accounted for about one quarter of Mississippi's 1860 population of males 
146 Wil liam M. Compton to S. L. Compton, January 15, 1865, McWillie-Compton Family Papers, 
MDAH. 
147 Wi ll iam M. Compton to S. L. Compton, January 15, 1865, McWill ie-Compton Fami ly Papers, 
MDAH. 
148 Will iam M. Compton to S. L. Compton, January 15, 1865, McWillie-Coinpton Fam ily Papers, 
MDA H. 
149 As the U.S. Census of 1860 is notoriously inaccurate, these numbers are derived from the 1850 
U. S. Census. 
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~ver the age offifteen. 150 Those who did return home arrived too late to plant that year's 
cotton crop. Even if they had returned in time, many of the veterans were too diseased or 
crippled to pa1ticipate in manual labor. In 1865, Marshall County was but a shadow of its 
former self. Now returned, Compton was resolute in his dedication to restore his 
community to its prewar status as "The Capital ofNorth Mississippi." 
On May 20, 1865, Mississippi governor Charles Clark called on the state 
legislature to rebuild the state's government from the ground up, thinking (or at least 
hoping) that the Federal government would be quick to readmit the state if it were under a 
non-Confederate constitution. In response, the body passed resolutions that called for a 
constitutional convention on July 3, authorized a commission--composed of former 
Whigs and solid Unionists Judge William Sharkey and William Yerger- to meet with 
President Andrew Johnson in Washington, and expressed the state's sorrow for the 
assassination of Abraham Lincoln. The Johnson administration responded by placing 
Governor Clark under arrest and announcing that the United States did not recognize the 
existing state government ofMississippi. When Sharkey and Yerger met with President 
Johnson, they assured him that their state would follow the North Carolina Plan, which 
allowed it to return to the Union once the 1861 Ordinance of Secession was repealed, the 
Thirteenth Amendment was ratified, and a new governor and legislature composed of 
men who swore allegiance to the United States was elected. Johnson appointed Sharkey 
as the provisional governor of Mississippi and tasked him with calling for a convention of 
150 Harris, Presidenlial Reconslruclion in Mississippi, 26- 27. 
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"loyal" men, elected by men who had taken an oath of amnesty, in order to alter or amend 
the state constitution. 151 
When Governor Sharkey announced that one hundred delegates were to be 
elected to the 1865 Mississippi Convention on August 7, 1865, Dr. Compton threw his 
hat into the ring as an "Old Line Whig."152 The candidates, who were primarily Whigs, 
were divided into two camps. The Conservatives were Old Line Whigs led by William 
Yerger, an antebellum leader of the Whig Party and a former justice of the state supreme 
court. They argued that the new constitution should placate Congress's desire for the 
unequivocal and uncompensated abolition of slavery. Their opponents formed the 
Constitutional Whig faction and were Jed by George L. Potter. They declared their 
opposition to unconditional abolition and promoted a strategy that would allow widows, 
orphans, and proven Union loyalists to receive compensation for their former slaves 
should the Emancipation Proclamation ever be declared unconstitutional. 153 Although 
di vided on the question of slavery, many Whigs saw the election as an opportunity to not 
only prove the state's rejection of continued secessionist sentiment, but also to humiliate 
their traditional antagonists, the Democrats. 154 
The campaign of 1865 was a confused undertaking. Information regarding the 
eligibility of former Confederates to vote failed to reach those interior residents, as most 
of the newspapers in the state had gone out of business or, in some cases, had their 
151 Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, chap. 1- 2; Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in 
Mississippi. 
152 Hamilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, I 01. 
153 Although Constitutional Whigs resisted unconditional emancipation, they did not advocate to 
retain or revive s lavery in Mississippi. See Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 48-451. 
154For their part, the Democrats did not put forward many candidates, although a few were elected 
to the convention, includ ing a "Secessionist Democrat." See Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in 
Mississippi, 47. 
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pre-sses carried off by the Union Army. 155 The total number of votes cast was also 
reduced by the fact that a quarter of the voting-age white males of Mississippi were killed 
during the Civil War. The inconvenience of traveling to county seats to take the loyalty 
oath and vote in an election dominated by Whig candidates also depressed 
participation. 156 Meanwhile, Whigs- who were generally of the planter and merchant 
classes-proactively sought out opportunities to gain pardons or take the loyalty oath 
since they believed their property would be confiscated without doing so. As many 
Whigs had been opposed to the secession ordinance, they had less anxiety about taking 
the oath. Due to these factors, seventy-one Whigs and only eighteen Democrats were 
elected to the convention on August 7, 1865. Marshall County elected one Democrat and 
three Whigs, including Dr. Compton, as their representatives.157 
Governor Sharkey called the convention to order on April 14. In his opening 
address, he condemned the Democrats for leading the state "through a most terrible and 
disastrous revolution" and called for the delegates to demonstrate to the Federal 
government the state's desire for reconciliation. 158 He likewise urged them to abolish 
slavery in the new consti tution and take measures to protect the property and liberty of 
freedmen. However, he also conceded that the Supreme Court could find the 
155 Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 126. 
156 The fact that voter participation was so low during the 1865 election continues a streak of 
depressed participation that started in Mississippi during the 1850s. From 1858 to 1863, the Democratic 
candidates ran vi r1ually unopposed. When and if Whigs nominated candidates, it was often too late in the 
campaign season to be effective. It is unl ikely that voters would have altered their behavior in 1865. For 
Mississippi state elections during the Civil War see William F. Winter, "Mississippi 's Civil War 
Governors," Journal of Mississippi History 5 1, no. 2 (May 1989): 77- 88. 
157 Old- line Wh igs held the majority during the convention. Of these men, most initially opposed 
secession in 186 1. Out of all the delegates, seven were members of the secession convention and seven 
were to be members of the 1868 constitut ional convention. One Whig from Jones County had taken up 
arms against the Confederacy. Ten delegates did not affiliate with either the Whig or Democratic parties. 
See Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in Mississippi, 5 1; Garner, Reconstruclion in Mississippi, 84. 
158 Journal of the Proceedings and Debales in the Constitutional Convention of lhe State of 
Mississippi (Jackson, MS: E. M. Yerger, 1865), 1- 7. 
-5-7 
Emancipation Proclamation to be unconstitutional and did not direct the delegates to give 
limited suffrage to African Americans, as per President Johnson's direction. 159 On August 
20, Sharkey stated that the convention would leave that question to the legislature. 160 
The convention focused primarily on emancipation and the secession ordinance of 
1861. Throughout the deliberations, Compton followed the conservative lead of Judge J. 
W. C. Watson, a well-established Whig leader from Holly Springs. 161 In doing so, he was 
supporting the Conservatives' resolutions to acknowledge unconditional emancipation 
and declare the secession ordinance to be null and of no binding force. Compton 
proposed only three minor resolutions as a delegate. The first invited former-Confederate 
General B. G. Humphreys to attend the convention. By honoring the commander of the 
famed Mississippi Brigade, Compton's resolution sent a message that there was a place in 
government for former Confederates, thereby rejecting the premise that such figures were 
traitors. The other two resolutions regarded the mundane, yet important compensation of 
delegates fo r their service. 162 By reaching out to Humphreys and managing stipends, 
Compton showed that he was capable of mastering the symbolic theatre of politics as 
well as the practical administration of legislative bureaucracy. 
One of the final acts of the convention was to call for an election of state officers, 
congressmen, legislators, and local offi cials to be held on October 2, 1865. After eleven 
159 Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in Mississippi, 20. Garner stated that Sharkey informed the 
delegates of President Johnson's desire for limited suffrage for African Americans, but he offers no sources 
to support th is claim. The convention's minutes do not reflect this claim, either. See Garner, Reconstruction 
in Mississippi, 84. 
160 Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in Mississippi, 52. 
161 Watson was born in Albemarle County, Virginia and emigrated to Holly Springs in 1845. 
Before the Civil War, he operated Sunday schools for his and his neighbors slaves, and later advocated for 
African American education during Reconstruction. As a Whig leader, he canvassed against secession in 
1860, but served in the Confederate Senate after the ordinance was passed. He lost two sons during the 
Civil War. For biographical information on Judge Watson see Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 128; 
Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 161 - 162; Hamilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 
1878, 145. 
162 Journal of the 1865 Constitutional Convention, 25, 177. 
5-8· 
days in session, the convention adjourned and delegates returned to their homes believing 
they had taken the necessary steps to reestablish the state government and allow 
Mississippi to be readmitted into the Union. However, Compton and his colleagues could 
not have foreseen the events that unfolded over the next two years. During the 1865 
constitutional convention, many of the Whig delegates held a party convention and 
nominated candidates for governor and Congress. Their choice for governor was Ephraim 
S. Fisher, a Union Whig whose ideology aligned with that of President Johnson. 
Eventually, General Humphreys and WilliamS. Patton, both former Whigs and anti-
secessionists, were informally nominated as gubernatorial candidates as well. Humphreys 
and Fischer were virtually identical in their positions on the major issues of the 
campaign, while Patton was a Union Democrat from east Mississippi with little support 
outside of the Piney Woods. Ultimately, the campaign was primarily a popularity contest 
as the candidates urged voters to reject both secessionists and "dirt-eating submissionists" 
who were associated with persistent Unionism during the war. 163 In the end, 
Humphreys- who campaigned in a bullet-riddled overcoat and brandished his still-
healing war wounds with pride- was elected. Conservative Whigs also won all five seats 
in Congress and majorities in the state legislature. 
Once in office, the state government addressed the new relationship between the 
state and African Americans. Whigs and Democrats disagreed over the degree to which 
African American civil rights should be limited, but they shared the belief that blacks 
should be fo rced to labor and not be allowed to vote. During the final months of 1865, 
popular pressure to severely restrict the civil rights of freedmen increased as racial 
tensions arose with rumors that African Americans were refusing to sign labor contracts 
163 Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in Mississippi, I 09. 
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for the next year and were preparing to revolt against whites. Former Democratic 
governor William McWillie called on the legislature to deal harshly with the freedmen in 
order to return them to the fields and prevent a race war. The legislature responded by 
passing the notorious Black Codes, which greatly limited the civil rights of African 
Americans and effectively kept them tied to their former masters. Once again, moderate 
Whigs in government and in the press declared their actions a success, believing that the 
Black Codes were a compromise that reflected the status of African Americans in the 
North.164 
Northern reaction to the Black Codes was swift and hostile. In response, Congress 
passed the national Civil Rights Act of 1866 to protect the civil rights of African 
Americans in the South. Once they realized their miscalculation, Mississippi's moderates 
condemned the Black Codes. The conservative Democratic paper the Jackson Clarion 
stated that the legislature, in its rush "to feed the prejudices of a certain class of our 
people, and its indifference to the wholesome sentiment of the sober reasonable men of 
the State, in its insane proclivity to strain at gnats after having swallowed the camel" had 
ensured the delay of Mississippi's readmission into the Union. 165 In June 1866, a 
Congressional investigation of the condi tion in the South concluded that the state 
governments were illegal and full of disloyal ex-Confederate officials. As a result, 
Congress passed the Reconstruction Acts which removed assumed disloyal state officers 
and placed the states under the authority of the Federal government and military- who 
were tasked wi th protecting the rights of African Americans, maintaining the peace, and 
164 Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in Mississippi, 140. 
165 Jackson Daily Clarion, December 9, 1865. 
reestablishing republican governments in the region. Thus commenced Congressional 
Reconstruction. 
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For most with white Southerners, the Reconstruction Acts were interpreted as a 
gross breach of faith on the part of Congress. Conservatives like Compton admitted that 
the Black Codes had gone too far in curtailing the rights of blacks; however, they also 
believed that Congressional reaction was over-zealous. Conservatives believed they had 
demonstrated to the Federal government their loyalty and desire for reconciliation by 
opposing the radicalism of radical Democrats when they composed the new state 
constitution. In return, they believed that Congress had greeted their efforts with 
unconstitutional acts that not only undermined the cause of reconciliation and 
moderation, but also destroyed their governments, violated their rights, and betraying the 
good faith between former adversaries. To make matters worse, Congress had tasked the 
military with subjugating white Southerners to the whims of their former slaves. Now 
they faced an eerily familiar scene: the sovereignty of their states seemed to be violated 
by the tyranny of the Federal government, the threat of racial upheaval and forced 
miscegenation loomed just beyond the horizon, and the trust necessary in the republican 
government was being betrayed. As conservatives saw them, these concerns were 
alarmingly similar to those cited as the justifications for secessionism before the war. To 
men like Compton, the progress towards reconciliation that had been made since the war 
and, indeed, the very legacy of their Civi l War experiences, were being cast aside in favor 
of revolution and demagoguery. As African Americans- who composed the majority of 
the state's population- gained unimpeded access to political participation, formerly 
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moderate white citizens entered into a more conservative coalition with Democrats and 
. . I b d d h . · 166 mcreasmg y a an one t e1r attempts to compromise. 
Mississippi's military governor, General Edward Ord, ordered that an election be 
held on November 5, 1867 to determine whether or not the people ofthe state were in 
favor of composing a new constitution for the purposes of reestablishing civil 
government and reentering the Union. The conservative element of white Mississippi 
voters were split into three camps. On October 15, a convention of "constitutional Union 
men" gathered in Jackson and resolved to abstain from participating in the election 
process- a strategy often referred to as "masterly inactivity." 167 Under the leadership of 
George Potter, William Sharkey, and Amos R. Johnston, this faction was primarily 
composed ofUnion-Whigs who believed that the extremism of both Republicans and 
Democrats had destroyed previous attempts to reconcile the North and South since 
1860. 168 
A sizable minority of whites filled the ranks of the bipartisan and moderate 
Cooperationalists faction , which was led by Albert Gallatin Brown, Ethelbert Barksdale, 
William Yerger, and Compton's colleague and neighbor Judge J. W. C. Watson. These 
166 The military admin istrative government carried out a drive to register voters, including African 
Americans and excluding whites who could not take the loyalty oath, from June to September 1867. When 
registration was complete, white Mississippians were shocked to find that there were over 20,000 more 
eligible black voters in the state than whites. African American voters also held a majority in 34 of 6 1 
counties, dispelling the popular belief among whites that form er slaves were rapidly going extinct without 
the care of s lave masters. Less than 2,500 wh ite Mississippians were disqualified from voting. See Harris, 
The Day of the Carpetbagger, 76- 77. 
167 Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 178; Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in Mississippi, 
86- 88 . 
168 Harris states that it was ironic that original Whig-Unionists who had condemned the 
inflexibil ity and demagoguery of Democrats before and during the Civil War were now just as intractable 
in their reaction to the Reconstruction in 1867. "This understanding of the Whig-Union mind is necessary 
for a comprehension not only of the reasons why most Whigs during Reconstruction rejected Republican 
overtures but also why many of them demonstrated a strong reluctance to cooperate with their old 
Democratic antagonists in a campaign to defeat [Republican] radicalism in the state." See Harris,. The Day 
of the Carpetbagger, 88. 
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men believed it was their duty to participate in the election and reconstruction in general. 
In order to gain control of the next state government, they adopted a policy of courting 
the support of African Americans. By acknowledging the rights of freedmen, the 
Cooperationalists hoped to control the African American's new-found political power and 
limit their social ascendency. Those moderate former Whigs who found an alliance with 
Democrats to be abhorrent composed the Reconstructionist faction. Led by James L. 
Alcorn-a Unionist had who served as a Confederate general-these men also sought to 
ally themselves with African Americans in order to maintain supremacy of the state. 
As the political right of Mississippi fractured, those on the left consolidated under 
the new state Republican Party, which held its first convention on September 10, 1867. 
The meteoric rise of the Republican Party in the Magnolia State was fueled by the 
enthusiastic support of African Americans. Although the party was reliant upon the 
support of blacks, its leadership was primarily derived from Northern carpetbaggers and 
local scalawags-who at this time were composed of persistent Unionists and anti-
Democrats who would remain supportive of Republicanism as long as its reforms were 
moderate and did not ex istentially threaten white supremacy in Mississippi. 169 
During the early weeks of the election, the Cooperationalists held several biracial 
rallies that featured former Whig, Democratic, and African American speakers. Whites 
who were hesitant to participate in the election and blacks who were wary of trusting 
their subjugators both appear to have given the moderates an opportunity to make their 
case; however, it soon became apparent that most white Mississippians were not willing 
to support a biracial movement. Cooperationalist and Reconstructionalist leaders were 
further shocked by the speed with which African Americans abandoned their old masters 
169 Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 93- 94. 
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to join the Republicans. A large number of whites adopted a strategy of "masterly 
inactivity," and refused to participate in the election at all. 170 In doing so, they hoped that 
the election results would fail to certify since more than half of Mississippi's registered 
voters had not participated. Ideally for conservative whites, this would force President 
Johnson and Congress to adopt more moderate policies towards Mississippi's 
readmission. However, this strategy did not have enough adherents to be successful. The 
majority of Mississippi's registered voters participated in the election and elected a new 
constitutional convention that was dominated by Republicans Goined by several former 
Reconstructionists). Compton and a few other conservative Cooperationalists were all 
that stood in opposition to the biracial Republican Party. 
On January 7, 1868, ninety-seven delegates gathered in Jackson to write yet 
another constitution. 171 Derisively referred to as the "Black and Tan" Convention, this 
was the first political body in Mississippi that included African Americans and in which 
the Republican Party held a majority. Republicans, including seventeen African 
Americans, held seventy-nine of the seats at the convention and were divided into 
Radical and Moderate factions. Of these men, only thirteen could truly be called 
Radicals, while eighteen delegates were stringently moderate in their agendas. The 
remaining forty-eight Republican delegates were largely inexperienced and followed the 
lead of the Radicals. According to hi storian William C. Harris, the Moderate Republicans 
were "men of intelligence and some political capacity" who were simply "no match for 
170 Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 83. 
17 1 Three candidates who were elected did not serve in the convention. Harris, The Day of the 
Carpetbagger, 11 5. 
the aggressive Radical delegates whose following among Republican members grew as 
the session became long and the debates heated." 172 
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Initially, Moderates attempted to curry support among the seventeen Conservative 
delegates in order to counter the Radicals. It soon became apparent, however, that that the 
Conservative faction had little interest in allying themselves with the Moderates. Among 
the seventeen Conservatives at the convention sat Dr. William M. Compton. Old Judge 
Watson, who soon emerged as the leader of the Conservative delegates, was also elected 
to represent Holly Springs and Marshall County. Composed of mostly white Southern 
men-and a solitary former Union Army officer-the Conservatives were held together 
by their opposition to Republican attempts to include unrestricted black suffrage while 
disenfranchising former Confederates in the constitution. In order to prevent these 
reforms, Conservatives immediately engaged in a strategy of legislative obstructionism at 
the convention. Any hope on the part of Moderates that their Conservative colleagues-
many of whom were elected as Cooperationalist candidates-would become productive 
allies were quickly dashed as belligerence on both sides increased. 
Compton played a much more active role at the 1868 convention than he had in 
1865. On the second day of the convention, Republicans introduced a resolution that 
would require members of the convention to take the oath of allegiance to the United 
States. Doing so could have potentially disqualified former Confederates, especially those 
who had served in government before and during the Civil War, thereby disabling the 
Conservative minority. Compton moved to table the Republican resolution, but his 
172 Harris, The Day ojlhe Carpetbagger, 122. 
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motion failed. '"73 Compton also sought a share of the honorary and patronage positions in 
the convention for Conservative supporters, but he was unsuccessful. 174 The fail ure of 
Conservatives to forgo the oath, dispense patronage, and gain important seats on 
committees soon impressed upon them that they were impotent as effective negotiating 
participants at the convention. 
In his actions on the floor, Compton appeared to be the model of traditional 
Southern Whig ideology. He supported a Conservative resolution to follow the North's 
example in imposing literacy and property requirements on African American voters. 175 
When Radicals introduced a resolution to investigate whether Conservative delegates 
were truly supportive of the spirit of the Constitution, Compton stated that a committee 
would not be necessary as the aggrieved parts could sort out such allegations between 
each other. 176 As it became increasingly clear that the Conservatives, and even the 
Moderates, were unable to curb what the Jackson Clarion termed the "pernicious 
levelling and degrading dogmas of the Radical party," the tone and tenor became 
belligerent and often sarcastic. 177 During the proceedings to elect a convention chaplain, 
Compton quipped that "there was not in the country a deliberative body that needed more 
praying [on] its behalfthan this," adding that "it might be well if each delegate could 
have a preacher assigned to him." 178 Personal distaste with the Republican majority 
combined, perhaps, with a mind towards gaining the favor of conservative Mississippians 
during a future election, led Compton to become more outspoken in his rhetoric. 
173 Journal of the Proceedings in the Constitutional Convention of the State of Mississippi, 1868 
(Jackson, MS, 187 1), 7. 
174 Journal of the 1868 Constitutional Convention, 8. 
175 Journal of the 1868 Constitutional Convention, 29. 
176 Journal of the 1868 Constitutional Convention, 33. 
177 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 4, 1868. 
178 Jackson Daily Clarion, January I 0, 1868. 
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Compton kicked the figurative hornet's nest in what should have been a mundane 
minority report. On January 13, the committee in charge of establishing how much 
delegates should be compensated for their service offered their report to the convention. 
Compton offered up the minority report in which he stated that the convention was an 
attempt to make "revolutionary changes to the Constitution ofthe State." 179 Furthermore, 
he condemned the Reconstruction Acts as "unconstitutional . .. unjust, and oppressive to 
the people ofMississippi." 180 Since the 1868 convention had been elected by "a class of 
person, who [were] not and [had] never been recognized as citizens of [the] State, or of 
the United States" while "a large and influential class of citizens ... [had] been 
disenfranchised," Compton declared the assembly to be "unconstitutionally convened.'o1 81 
The Republican majority promptly rejected his conclusion that the delegates were not 
entitled to compensation. 
The next day, a Republican delegate offered a resolution to order Compton to 
withdraw from the convention for fourteen days without per diem arid travel 
compensation. The resolution stated that Compton's report was "obnoxious to all law, and 
is intended . . . as a direct insult to the loyal people, and is an open and avowed defiance 
of the law of the land, and . . . well calculated to disturb the public peace and tranquility, 
thereby obstructing reconstruction." 182 Compton stated that he would not reply to the 
resolution, but he assured the body that he did not intend to insult the convention. He 
further stated that if Republicans "had determined to frown down a free expression of 
179 Journal of the 1868 Constitutional Convention, 34- 35. 
180 Journal of the 1868 Constitutional Convention, 34- 35. 
181 Journal of the 1868 Constitutional Convention, 34-35. 
182 Journal of the 1868 Constitutional Convention, 39-40. 
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opinion, then the Convention had better adjourn sine die." 183 Another delegate asked how 
Compton could take a loyalty oath to a government he viewed as unconstitutional. 
Compton responded to this direct challenge to his honor by stating that "every man was 
the keeper of his own conscience" and that he felt obligated to obey Congress until their 
acts were properly deemed unconstitutiona1. 184 He further stated that his minority report 
represented the opinions of the majority of his constituents, and he was merely giving 
them voice. 185 
The delegates entered into a lengthy debate regarding Compton's report, in which 
some Republicans defended the right of dissenting speech, regardless of how detestable 
they were. Judge Watson took the occasion to rise up and deliver a lengthy speech 
regarding the freedom of speech, condemning Radicals for "proscription and 
intolerance," and citing Chief Justice John Marshall. 186 After Watson was finished, a 
Republican William Gibbs called his speech revolutionary. "If the ghost of John C. 
Calhoun were to rise up and declare such doctrines," he stated, "he would not be 
surprised." 187 Jehiel Railsback, a member of the compensation committee from Bolivar 
County who supported the majority report, backhandedly defended Compton's actions, 
stating that while he received no insult, but also did not want to rob his friend Dr. 
Compton of the "home-spun glory that his opposition would command.'" 88 
Tempers flared as the deliberations continued on. When Joseph Field, a Moderate 
who had seconded Compton's report, suggested that his colleague should be forgiven 
183 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 15, 1868. 
184 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 15, 1868. 
185 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 15, 1868. 
186 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 15, 1868. 
187 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 15, 1868. 
188 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 15, 1868. 
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since "all [one] can ask of a man, when you've got him down, is not to repeat the 
offence.'"89 Compton indignantly replied that he had not asked for forgiveness and 
demanded that the matter be put to an immediate vote since it was unnecessary for his 
detractors to continue demonstrating their "scorn and contempt.'" 90 The delegates set 
aside the original censure of Compton, opting instead to give him a verbal reprimand for 
violating the spirit and obligation of the oath he had taken upon entering office. 191 
Compton continued to provide a defiant voice as the weeks stretched into months. 
Incapable of preventing Republicans from formalizing their reforms in the new 
constitution, the Conservatives began to look towards the future. Eight days after the 
convention convened, Compton and several other Conservative delegates held a 
convention at Angelo's Hall in Jackson with members of the Constitutional Union Party, 
who had abstained from participating in the previous year's election. At this meeting, 
Compton served as the temporary chair and called the convention to order. The 
convention adopted a platform that united opposition to the Republican Party-
Cooperationalists and Constitutional Unionists alike-under the auspices of the 
Democratic Party. They acknowledged secession to be null and void, conceded that the 
right of freedmen to life, liberty, and property was to be protected, rej ected the 
Reconstruction Acts as unconstitutional , and condemned Republican attempts to "place 
the white men of the Southern States under the governmental control of their late 
slaves.'' 192 In doing so, conservative white Mississippians like Compton acknowledged 
189 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 15, 1868. 
190 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 15, 1868. 
19 1 The deliberations of the convention delegates were recorded in the Jackson Daily Clarion, 
January 14, 1868. For the less detai led official account of this debate see Journal of the 1868 Constitutional 
Convention, 39-40. 
192 Jackson Daily Clarion, January 16, 1868. 
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the disaster that was the "masterly inactivity" strategy. The final nail had been fixed upon 
the Whig Party's coffin, as its former members were forced to find new political homes. 
The convention finally boiled over on April 16, 1868, when the body addressed 
the issue of African American suffrage and Confederate disenfranchisement. On the 
eighty-sixth day of the convention, a large majority passed amendments that gave 
unrestricted suffrage to voting-age black males and disqualified any person who had 
voted for secession, voluntarily aided or encouraged the Confederate military, or 
participated in the Confederate and state government during the Civil War. When the 
latter amendment passed, Compton and eleven other delegates, including some who were 
elected as Republicans, promptly resigned from the convention. 193 The Conservative 
press applauded abandonment of the "Mongrel Convention," and Ethelbert Barksdale 
called the men "a noble band whose names will long be gratefully remembered by their 
countrymen. "194 
With the passing of the disenfranchisement amendment, festering frustration on 
the part of Conservative delegates manifested into outright violence. Immediately after 
Compton and his cohort resigned from the convention, Conservative Charles H. 
Townsend waited in the capitol's yard to have words with the resolution's Radical 
sponsor, Wisconsin native Albert T. Morgan. When Townsend confronted Morgan, he 
told him that he thought hi s motion was "base, contemptable, and cowardly ." 195 Morgan 
seemed to challenge his adversary's claim to being a gentleman, but Townsend slapped 
him in the mouth before he could finish his sentence. Amidst cries of "fair play," a crowd 
193 The others were Judge Watson, William Hemingway, J. M. Phillips, B. H. Montgomery, G. E. 
Longmire, W. W. Gaither, A. Goss, J. H. McCutchen, William B. Gray, Charles H. Townsend, and William 
D. Nesbitt. See Jackson Daily Clarion, Apri l 17, 1868. 
194 Jackson Daily Clarion, April 17, 1868. 
195This altercation was chronicled in the Jackson Daily Clarion, April 15, 1868. 
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attempted to separate the men. Townsend ensured them there would be no fight as "the 
cowardly puppy won't fight," and he pulled upon Morgan's beard and whipped him with a 
cowhide. 196 
Once the pugilists were separated, Townsend decided he needed to make his 
feelings known to the president of the convention, Beroth B. Eggleston, who was 
standing near the capitol's gate. Repeating the line he had offered Morgan, Townsend 
added that Eggleston was a liar, to which Eggleston replied with punches. The statesmen 
grappled with each other, exchanging blows until they toppled into a nearby culvert. The 
altercation was in danger of developing into a general brawl between Republicans and 
Conservatives, when two deputy sheriffs and Federal soldiers separated the partisans and 
restored the peace. The next morning, Townsend was arrested by the city marshal as two 
more Conservatives resigned their seats. 197 In an article titled "To Your Tents, Oh 
Israel!" , Ethelbert Barksdale applauded the pluck and patience ofthe Conservatives and 
urged all white Mississippians to resist attempts to enforce the proscription amendment 
during the ratification election that would be held on June 22, 1869. 198 
The election proved to be a pivotal moment in Mississippi's Civil War era history. 
Determined to hold on to the progress they had made in the state, Republicans and 
African Americans entered into the campaign season with enthusiasm and momentum. 
Likewise, conservative white Mississippians were convinced that the suffrage and 
di senfranchisement amendments wou ld lead to anarchy and a new war. As historian 
1~his altercation was chron icled in the Jackson Daily Clarion, April 15, 1868. 
197 Townsend, Morgan, and Eggleston had all been mi litary officers during the Civil War. 
Townsend had served in the Confederate Army, wh ile the latter two were Union veterans. Eggleston held 
the unique distinction of receiving the Confederate surrender of the city of Atlanta in 1864 and would later 
run for governor of Mississippi in 1869. 
198 Jackson Daily Clarion, April 19, 1878. 
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Mark Wahlgren Summers explained, "phantasms of conspiracy, dreads and hopes of 
renewed civil war, and a widespread sense that four years of war had thrown the normal 
constitutional process dangerously out of kilter" Jed many to believe that the future of the 
nation was in great peril during Reconstruction.199 This fear increasingly motivated white 
Southerners to engage in the political process in 1869, but some were not always able to 
sublimate their anxieties into productive or peaceful activities. Compton, an otherwise 
conservative man who resisted demagoguery and radicalism was one such person. 
Angered by what he saw as blatant disregard of the democratic process by Republicans, 
Compton resorted to extralegal means by which to reclaim his rights and restore order-
much as he had done when he supported the Confederacy. In an action later remembered 
in local history as "that recourse of a desperate people," Compton organized the Marshall 
County Ku Klux Klan in part as a reaction to the "Black and Tan" convention.200 
The early history ofthe Ku Klux Klan in Mississippi is murky. Formed in 1866 in 
Tennessee, the Klan does not seem to have come to Mississippi until after the 1868 
constitutional convention. That year, Nathan Bedford Forrest is rumored to have 
promulgated the mission of the secret organization throughout the northern and eastern 
counties of the state while he was overseeing the construction of the Selma, Marion, and 
Memphis Railroad.201 At some point, likely after he returned to Holly Springs, Compton 
organized Marshall County's Ku Klux Klan with the help ofH. C. Meyers, a fellow 
Confederate veteran and recent graduate of the Universi ty of Mississippi. While Compton 
199 Mark Wahlgren Summers, A Dangerous Stir: Fear, Paranoia, and the Making of 
Reconstruction (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 2. 
200 Ham ilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, 43. 
20 1 Harr is, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 172. 
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served as the county Grand Giant, dens were established throughout the county in order 
to control African Americans through a campaign of terror.202 
Without any written records, it is impossible to know the nature of Compton's 
responsibility for Klan activities in the area. His involvement would have placed 
Compton at odds with his planter neighbors who opposed anything that threatened their 
control of the county's economic system and stimulated black resistance. Although the 
Klan saw themselves as curbing such resistance and protecting the region's racial 
hierarchy through intimidation, many conservative paternalists saw their tactics as little 
more that brigandry. While conservative leaders often condemned the violence of the 
Klan and derided their activities as unworthy of their status, they did little to control or 
suppress it, especially if it helped serve their interests. Ideally, Marshall County's dens 
would answer to Compton's orders, but in reality they operated as autonomous entities, so 
there was little he could do to prevent or faci litate assaults like the attempted 
assassination ofNelson Gill described earlier. During the 1869 election, white passions 
increased and Compton and other leaders of the Klan lost control over the organization. 
Already disapproving of the Klan's methods, many moderates wondered if the results 
were worth the price of what was essentially lawlessness.203 
The constitution of the "Black and Tan" convention failed to ratify when it was 
submitted to the voters of Mississippi in June 1869. Despite the fact that nearly fifty-six 
percent of the Mississippi's registered voters were African Americans, Democrats 
managed to secure four of the state's fi ve Congressional seats, as well as sixty-six of the 
202 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marsha ll County," 160. 
203 For a early history of the Klan in Mi ssiss ippi , see Rabie, But There Was No Peace, 69-74 ; 
Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 172- 175. 
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state's 138 legislative seat~.204 This surprising outcome was made possible by an 
incredibly vigorous anti-constitutionalist campaign of fraud, ballot theft, and voter 
intimidation. Fraud was so pervasive in Rankin County- where the population was half 
African American- that less than seven percent of the electorate voted to ratify the 
constitution.205 In Copiah County, a group of two hundred African Americans attempted 
to cast ballots under Republican banners and American flags, but they were assaulted and 
routed by whites armed with brickbats.206 The occupying Federal Army proved to be of 
little help to Republican voters. A strong Democrat and friend of President Johnson, 
Major General Alvan Gillem, testified to the Senate that he knew a majority of his 
soldiers in Mississippi opposed the constitution and that he had left county sheriffs-who 
were largely opposed to the constitution-in charge of keeping the peace at polling 
stations.207 The Senate concluded that the campaign had been rife with fraud and blamed 
the disloyalty of local Democrats, as well as the corruption of General Gillem, for the 
constitution's failure. In the end, the anti-constitutionalists, aided by Klan voter 
suppression and the apathy of the United States Army, were effective in their mission to 
defeat the new constitution.208 
Although Compton was likely pleased with the results, the social disorder through 
which the election was won led him to reconsider hi s association with the Klan and the 
204 Garner, Reconstru~tion in Mississippi, 216; John Roy Lynch, Reminiscences of an Active Life: 
The Autobiography of John Roy Lynch, ed. John Hope Frank lin (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
1970), 22. 
205 Lawrence N. Powell , "Correcting for Fraud: A Quantitative Reassessment of the Mississippi 
Ratification Election of 1868," Journal of Southern History 55, no. 4 (November 1989): 653. 
206 Condition of Affairs in Mississippi: Evidence Taken by the Committee on Reconstruction 
(Washington, DC, 1869), 57. 
207 Powell, "Correcting for Fraud," 656. 
208 By employing quantitative analysis, Lawrence N. Powell demonstrates the extent of voter fraud 
during the 1868 campaign and argues that the election was stolen by anti-constitutionalists. See Powell, 
"Correcting for Fraud," 63 3- 658. 
74 
resurgent Democratic Party. In I 869, Compton abandoned the Klan to support the 
candidacy of his former commander, James L. Alcorn, a Republican and stringent anti-
Klansman, for governor. Whether he did this out of moral and ideological concerns, or 
because he found himself maddeningly incapable of controlling his men, Compton's 
defection to the Republican Party represented a turning point in his own life and 
Mississippi's Reconstruction history. Having won victories over their old Democratic 
foes in elections since the Civil War, conservative Whigs were now being defeated by 
Republicans on almost all the social and political issues that were important to white 
Southerners. Compton and his Whig colleagues had tried to oppose Republican reform as 
an unstable and nebular political coalition and lost. After the 1868 convention, many 
resorted to joining the Democratic Party. Compton's short time as a Klan leader and 
Democrat had likely reinforced all of the reasons he had been a loyal Old Line Whig. 
Ultimately, it was his conservatism that turned him into a scalawag Republican during the 
1869 state election. 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE SCALAWAG'S DILEMMA 
By the campaign of 1869, the Democrats of Marshall County were working to 
organize themselves as a conventional political party. They organized their own 
torchlight parades in response to those organized by blacks. For one parade, Democrats 
secured a coffin and conducted an elaborate funeral procession in Gill's honor. Although 
the message was clear, the carpetbagger and head of the Freedmen's Bureau, Nelson Gill, 
continued to speak on behalf of the Republican Party. During the summer campaign 
season, Gill organized a very large Republican rally in Holly Springs's town square. 
Before a crowd of between three and four thousand citizens, he and nine other speakers 
rallied support for the Republican ticket.209 During Gill's closing remarks, George B. 
Myers, a one-armed Confederate veteran, leapt up on the stage and declared him a liar. 
Invariably, a large brawl ensued, as partisans on both sides armed themselves with sticks 
and brickbats and had at each other.210 During the mayhem, James Thorton Fant-a 
Confederate veteran who had lost the use of one of his legs during the Civil War-
desperately grabbed the wooden leg of a nearby African American to use as a weapon. 
Before anyone was killed or seriously injured, the brawl ended when a number of armed 
shopkeepers emerged from the stores that lined the square.211 
Several Republicans carried a wounded compatriot to Dr. Compton's nearby 
drugstore. Whether or not Compton had left the Klan by this point in the 1869 campaign 
209 Robert Flournoy estimated that the re were 3,000 to 4,000 present at this rally in Condition of 
Affairs in Mississippi, 23- 24. 
210 The ral ly's platform was constructed in the town square where the county court house-
destroyed during the Civil War- had once stood. At some point in 1869 _the reconstruc tion of the large 
brick building was started, so it is possible that the construction s ite offered a large arsenal for combatants 
during this battle. 
2 11 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marsha ll County," 187- 188. 
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is not known, but the fact that the Republicans entrusted him instead of the any of the 
other doctors in Holly Springs with their wounded compatriot suggests that the doctor's 
professionalism and skill were highly regarded in the community. Regardless of his 
political identification at the time, Compton was not comforted by the prospect of 
Democratic political discourse devolving into street fights. To make matters worse, the 
Marshall County Klan-an organization he started and was now the titular head of-had 
become increasingly violent and uncontrollable. To Compton, it was likely one thing to 
whip a freedman for being insolent to his former master; however, it was unacceptable to 
bull whip a Federal Army officer, as Jim House had done when his brother-in-law had 
been arrested? 12 Once prosperous and peaceful, Holly Springs had become a place where 
one could hire an assassin from Texas, bribe the local army garrison, or carry out a gun 
battle in the town square?13 
In founding the Klan in his home county in order to ensure the dominance of his 
brand of conservatism, Compton had opened a Pandora's Box of extralegal, often violent, 
activities. Additionally, if he had joined the Democratic Party with a belief he could 
prevent the ascendency of a radical Democratic Party by serving as a conservative voice 
within it, reality was proving how incorrect he was. Outbursts of mob violence, combined 
with the increasingly violent methods of the Klan, reinforced, if not hastened, Compton's 
decision to join with his former commander, James L. Alcorn, in support of a surging 
moderate Republican ticket. To Compton, his turn to scalawagery was motivated by 
2 12 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 173- 174, 179; Hami lton, Holly Springs 
Mississip~~ to the_ Year 1878, 42. . . . . . . . . . 
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personal ambition, Old Line Whig political beliefs, and a paternalist desire to serve his 
fami ly, community, and state according to hi s talents. 
At the beginning of the 1869 campaign, Compton's defection from the 
Democratic Party was not a foregone cone! usion. In fact, the rejection of the 1868 state 
constitution and the election of Ulysses S. Grant as President of the United States 
convinced Mississippi conservatives that a mood prevailed in the North to moderate the 
perceived radicalism of Congressional Reconstruction. Many white Southerners were 
now on the political fence, holding out hope that the Grant Administration and the new 
Congress would put an end to Radical rule over Mississippi. Conservative leadership-
including Albert Gallatin Brown and Judge J. W. C. Watson-began to publically 
support black suffrage as the new reality. Even some Democrats, including Ethelbert 
Barksdale, began to openly hope that the rise of a moderate Republican Party would bode 
well for the cause of home rule and economic prosperity in Mississippi.2 14 Many 
conservatives agreed with Judge Watson's belief that although most whites were opposed 
to black suffrage, they would accept it as long as no white man was denied the right to 
vote.2 15 
After Grant's election, a committee of sixteen delegates led by Brown and Watson 
were di spatched to Washington in order to show Congress that Mississippians desired 
reconciliation and to convince Congress to reject the proscription amendment contained 
in the 1868 constitution. Meanwhile, a committee of conservative Mississippi 
Democrats-all but one of whom were Northerners- gathered in Washington to 
convince Grant and Congress to reject the proscription amendment and appoint a 
2 14 It is important to note that Mississippi did not take part in the national elections of 1868 since it 
had not been readmitted into the Un ion. Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 207- 207. 
215 Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 223. 
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provisional government in the state. In a joint meeting arranged by his brother-in-law 
Louis Dent, Grant met with both delegations and patiently listened to both sides. 
Concluding that the proscription amendment was unwise and dangerous, Grant suggested 
a new ratification election be held with the obnoxious amendments placed on a separate 
ballot. His suggestion was endorsed by both delegations. On April 9, 1869, the Senate 
and House of Representatives passed a bill calling for a new election with a separate 
ballot for the proscriptive clauses. The act stated that if the new constitution was ratified, 
along with the 15th Amendment guaranteeing all races the vote, Mississippi would be 
welcomed back into the Union? 16 
Changes were being made back in Mississippi that would have a profound effect 
on the events of the coming years. On March 5, 1869- the day after taking office-Grant 
removed General Gillem from his post and appointed General Adelbert Ames as the 
state's provisional governor. A decorated brevet major general from Maine and son-in-
law to General Benjamin Butler, the thirty-three year old Ames was given the unenviable 
task of filling the 2,000 or so state and local seats that had been declared vacated by 
Congress. Perhaps his most important act as provisional governor was when he declared 
African Americans to be competent jurors. He claimed that it was in gratitude for this 
show of justice and faith that black voters later elected him to the United States Senate.217 
Due to strong support for the advancement of African and Americans and bolstered by 
their support, Ames would play a major role in state poli tics for the next several years. 
2 16 The req uirement to ratify the 15th Amendmenl was added by Senator Ol iver P. Morton, who 
upon meeting Dr. Compton called him the Republican's "man for Congress." See the Holly Springs 
Reporter in the Enterprise Courier, November 2 1, 1878. 
2 17 Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 235. 
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Initially, the campaign of 1869 had the makings of a competitive election cycle. 
Buoyed by the apparent support of President Grant and Congress as well as a nearly 
universal disdain for the proscription amendment, whites were on the verge of uniting as 
a powerful and unified voting bloc. For the first time since the Civil War, it appeared that 
the many disillusioned whites who did not participate in previous elections could be 
mobilized in a bipartisan effort to establish the new conservative state government. Some 
white Southerners also believed that their support of universal suffrage and their embrace 
of moderate Republicanism would allow them to garner support from black voters, as 
well. United under the auspices of the National Union Republican Party and under the 
leadership of carpetbaggers who had bolted from the "regular" Republican Party, 
conservatives chose Louis Dent in hopes that that President would throw his support 
behind his brother-in-law in the name of reunification, prosperity, and peace? 18 
The leadership of the National Union Republican Party were in for a rude 
awakening. As conservative white support quickly lined up behind the party, any hope 
that the National Union Republican Party would remain a moderate bipartisan effort 
dissipated. The native whites who joined the party could not resist from calling 
themselves the Conservative Party, and mainline Republicans quickly took advantage of 
this opportunity to stigmatize their opponents as the party of former Confederates and 
Democrats. This tactic was effective enough to warn off any consideration Grant may 
have had to support his brother-in-law. Without the support of Grant, Louis Dent- a man 
with very little connection to Mississippi- was little more than political dead weight. 
Very soon, it became apparent that the Union Republicans were considered to be merely 
218 Judge Watson of Holly Springs appeared to be the Nationai.Union Republican Party's candidate 
for governor, since his nat ivity and conservatism was more palatable to white Mississippians; however, he 
fell ill in the spring of 1869 and left the state for treatment. See Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 222. 
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the old Democratic Party in disguise, and their declarations in support of universal 
suffrage and partisan unity were interpreted as little more than lip service. 
Grant and Congress's intervention regarding the proscription amendment also 
shifted power within the Republican Party away from the radicals and to the moderates, 
including scalawags. Under moderate leadership, the so-called "Regular" Republican 
Party attempted to become a liberal reform party composed of a coalition of 
carpetbaggers, scalawags, and blacks. James L. Alcorn, a scalawag and former Union 
Whig who served in the Confederate Army for a time, emerged as the leader of the party. 
Key to Alcorn's ascendency was the support of John Lynch, a prominent moderate 
freedman who helped rally support behind his former slave-owning colleague. Under this 
leadership, the Republicans began building a large base of support by embracing a 
platform based on anti-radicalism of any type, universal amnesty, and universal suffrage. 
At the party Convention in July, Alcorn was nominated as the Republican candidate for 
governor. After General Ames controversially declared his support of the Republican 
slate and Grant's terse refusal to support either Dent or Alcorn, the election was 
essentially over.219 Conditions within the Dent campaign became so dissolute that by 
October 20, Democrats began to urge likeminded citizens to not participate in the 
election.220 Alcorn was elected governor with sixty-six percent of the vote, while regular 
Republicans (including Lynch) gained all five seats in the House of Representatives and a 
2 19 Harris states that "the fate of the National Union Republican Party in Miss issippi was sealed" 
after the victories of "liberal " Republicans in other Southern states and Grant's refusal to support Dent. See 
Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 237- 239. 
220 Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 249. 
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large majority in the state legislature. Not surprisingly, the proscription amendment failed 
to ratify while less than a thousand votes were cast against the rest of the constitution .221 
Republican victory in Mississippi during the 1869 election was significant for two 
reasons. First, it marked the ascendency of scalawags and other white conservative 
Republicans to power. It was undeniable that the Alcorn-Ames coalition had been 
propelled to power primarily due to the support of African American voters; however, the 
United States was still a white man's country and the presence of white Southerners 
within the party lent it an air of legitimacy at the local and national levels. Conversely, 
the election convinced many whites that it was no longer in their interest to attempt to 
forge a bipartisan alliance with blacks. To many conservatives, the scalawags had 
abandoned their political and racial principles by embracing an alliance with interloping 
carpetbaggers and African Americans. Increasingly, the nature of politics in Mississippi 
was defined by a hard division along a co lor line and a belief that there existed in the 
state, as the Jackson Clarion called it , an "'irrepressible conflict' of [the] races. "222 
Not all of Mississippi's conservatives embraced these outcomes as their 
unavoidable fate. Ethelbert Barksdale, the editor of the Jackson Clarion, saw in these 
assertions a challenge to his great influence in the state. Those who embraced the color 
line while condemning scalawags as race traitors were also labeling hi s faction of 
conservatives the "Jackson clique" and blaming their leadership for secession and 
conciliatory schemes like the National Union Republican Party. After 1869, while color-
line Democrats were challenging the leadership of establishment leaders like himself and 
22 1 Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 257. 
222 Jackson Weekly Pilot, December 18, 1869. 
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Albert Gallatin Brown, Barksdale- always with an eye on returning to public life-
continued to seek common ground with scalawags in order to protect his interests.223 
The fact that William Compton was appointed by Alcorn as the superintendent of 
the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum in 1870 suggests that the doctor had supported the 
latter's gubernatorial campaign. Throughout his career, Compton displayed an affinity for 
the culture of honor and reputation that determined the actions of political men like 
himself.224 It is not difficult to imagine that Compton would have thrown his support 
behind Alcorn's cause, especially if one remembers that they had both been old line 
Whigs and Compton had served in Alcorn's brigade during the war. Politically, the doctor 
had much in common with the old planter from Friar's Point, as well. Alcorn was a 
cooperationalist who supported President Johnson's reconstruction policies and only 
joined the Republican Party in 1869. According to John Lynch, Alcorn attempted to 
influence Democratic Party politics, but-like Compton- he found this to be an exercise 
in futility. Having found that "nothing remained for him to do but join the Republican 
22 ' Party," Alcorn became a scalawag in early 1869. ) 
Compton also belonged to a generation of Southerners who had been greatly 
influenced by a burgeoning transatlantic Victorian middle-class ideology. This 
generation, who historian Peter Carmichael calls the "last generation," attempted to 
rectify their desire for bourgeois respectabi lity, personal ambition, and traditional 
223 Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 243- 245. 
224 Freeman argues that the actions of national public officials of the Early Republic were 
motivated by a culture of honor that stabil ized the uncer1ain political arena created by the new Constitution . 
See Joanne B. Freeman, Affairs of Honor: National Politics in the New Republic (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 200 I). 
225 Lynch, Reminiscences of an Active Life: The Autobiography of John Roy Lynch, 124. 
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Southern paternalism.226 Like Virginia'~ "last generation," Mississippi's Civil War 
generation claimed the restoration and elevation of their state as their duty and destiny. 
They blamed the "old fogies" of the state's political establishment- who were embodied 
by the "Jackson Clique"-for the dual disasters of secession and reconstruction.227 
Throughout the Civil War era, the last generation embraced home rule, innovation, 
reform, and prosperity. By 1869, it appeared as if the wounded honor of a Confederate 
veteran that compelled Compton to resist joining the Republican Party had sufficiently 
healed. He apparently became convinced that the Democratic Party would always be 
crippled by Jacksonian demagoguery, while his and Mississippi's future lay in the hands 
of a conservative homegrown Republican Party led by Alcorn and, he could only hope in 
time, himself. 
The Republican Schism 
From 1869 to 1870, numerous white conservatives joined the Republican Party. 
One of the most influential and active leaders who promoted this movement was Joseph 
F. Fields. Fields was a Unionist-turned-Republican from Columbus, Mississippi who 
believed that Southerners were not solely to blame for secession, slavery, and the 
destruction caused by the Civil War. Instead, he acknowledged slavery as the cause of the 
Civil War, but he also believed that Southerners had adopted it as part of a global 
economic trend towards unpaid labor. Fields argued that the South had been slow to join 
the liberating spirit of the nineteenth century. He believed that through judicious 
reconciliation Southerners would join "all true Republicans to promote every rational 
226 PeterS. Carmichael, The Last Generation: Young Virg inians in Peace, War, and Reunion 
(Chapel Hill , NC: University ofNorth Carolina Press, 2005). 
227 For references to the older generation of Virginians as "old fogeys" see Carmichael, The Last 
Generation, 53- 54; for references to the "Jackson Clique" see Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, chap. 
3-4. 
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improvement [for African Americans] and impose their influence to arrest the rash spirit 
of political innovation that would commit the present and future interest of a great and 
growing nation to the control and government of individuals possessing none of the 
moral, religious, pecuniary, educational, or other qualifications essential to future 
progress in Christian civilization."228 Fields was primarily concerned with the prospect 
that demagogues would once again be elected by ignorant voters and wreck havoc upon 
the nation. His desire for national reconciliation and opposition of anything hinting of 
radicalism made the Republican Party appealing to the former Whigs like Compton. 229 
When William M. Compton joined the Alcorn-led conservative Republicans, he 
was joining a faction that was soon engaged in vicious political battle with radical 
Republicans under Mississippi's military governor Adelbert Ames. Upon taking office in 
1870, Alcorn took a keen interest in reforming the state's institutions and appointed 
Compton as the asylum's superintendent. Besides a generous salary, a finely-furnished 
home, and the prestige of being acknowledged as one of Mississippi 's leading physicians, 
Compton's appointment garnered him free time to pursue his politici:tl ambitions. To that 
end, he was hired as the editor of the Alcorn-Republican newspaper, the Jackson Leader, 
in 1871. Already a respected political leader and former editor of a Democratic paper in 
Holly Springs, Compton appeared to be a man on the make in state politics. 230 
The Leader was owned by Governor Alcorn's cousin Robert J. Alcorn and his 
carpetbagger partner Hiram T. Fisher. The governor had previously circumscribed the 
228 Quoted in Harris, Day of the Carpetbagger, 126. 
229 Harris stated that Fields' death in October of 1869 "removed from the Mississippi scene one of 
the most respected Republicans in the state and the predecessor of Alcorn as leading spokesman for the 
moderate wing ofthe party." See Harris, Day of the Carpetbagger, 125-126. 
230 Even as a Democrat, Compton's talen ts were acknowledge by Republicans like John Lynch, a 
leading African American Republican. Lynch, who was also respected by men in both parties, referred to 
Compton as one of the "few very able men elected to the [ 1868 constit~1t iona l) convention as Democrats." 
See Lynch, Reminiscences of an Active Life, 362. 
85 
legislature to replace the Ames-Republican paper, the Jackson Pilot, as the official state 
printer.231 This act of cronyism enraged the Ames faction. Their anger was exacerbated 
by the support Compton and the Leader received from several leading Democrats, 
including Ethelbert Barksdale, who himself was attempting to shore up conservative 
support to counter the radical wing of his party.232 The owners of the Pilot brought their 
complaint to court, but while they awaited a decision they took advantage of an 
opportunity to undercut Compton's rising political star. 
In the spring of 1871 , Dr. William M. Compton, the scalawag Republican 
Superintendent of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum, faced accusations of sexual 
misconduct with two female employees, Lizzie and Lou Gray. The imbroglio stemmed 
from the allegations of the asylum's former matron, Clarissa Noble, after Compton 
relieved her of her duties that March. Fearing that such a scandal could undermine his 
new administration, Governor James L. Alcorn ordered the asylum's Board of Trustees to 
investigate the matter. After a short inquiry, the trustees became convinced due to 
Compton's, his former assistant Dr. H. W. Johnston's, and the asylum staff s behavior, a 
"great irregularity, impropriety, & want of dignity has been suffered to go on at the 
asylum. "233 Stopping short of accusing Compton of any criminal actions, the trustees 
reproached him for allowing his "social good nature & warm temperament . . . as well as 
the too frequent & indiscriminate number & character of the visitors admitted to the 
Institution" to create such a "damaging situation" to ex ist at the asylum. 234 As a result, the 
23 1 Harris, Day of the Carpetbagger, 4 16-4 17. 
232 R. H. Henry, Editors I have Known since the Civil War (New Orleans, LA: E.S. Upton Printing 
Company, 1922), 89-90. 
233 Final report of the Board ofTrustees of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum, in "Lunatic 
Asylum Invest igation of Alleged Immoral and Unethical Conduct of Dr. Compton, Superintendent, March 
187 1 ," Governor James L. Alcorn Correspondence, MDAH. 
234 Final report ofthe Board ofTrustees of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum. 
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trustees deemed the dismissals of Dr. Johnston, Noble, and the Grays to be prudent. 
Furthermore, they concluded that visitors should not be entertained and alcohol should no 
longer be purchased by the asylum at the state's expense.235 The investigation officially 
ended when a Hinds County grand jury officially cleared a publically embarrassed 
Compton of any criminal wrong-doing.236 
Upon first glance, the files of the 1871 Compton investigation might appear as an 
interesting, yet insignificant historical source. Tucked away in its own folder in the 
middle of the Alcorn administration's correspondence records in the Mississippi 
Department of Archives and History, the hand-written testimonies gathered by the Board 
of Trustees seem almost out of place. If anything, the case appears to be yet another 
example of Redeemer Democrats attempting to undermine a Republican office-holder. 
However, scandal and the investigation of Compton by the asylum's Board of Trustees 
occurred at the nexus of political, racial, and gender conflict that demonstrates that the 
institution was not an isolated location on the edges of society's periphery. Rather, it 
served as a contingent expression of the state's tumultuous and fluid postwar political 
culture and offers insight into Mississippi's postwar experience. 
Noble served as the primary witness in the case against Compton. She claimed 
she had seen Dr. Compton enter the private room of Miss Lou Gray, an unmarried young 
female employee. Thinking that this was strange, if not improper, Noble went to the room 
only to find it locked from within. The Matron then alerted Ernestine Compton of her 
235 Final report ofthe Board of Trustees ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum. 
236 William C. Harris states that the Ames faction of Republicans leveled these charges against 
Compton. See William C. Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger: Republican Reconstruction in Mississippi 
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1979), 4 17. R. H. Henry, an editor and friend of 
Ethelbert Barksdale, recalled that the purveyors of the scalawag Leader, including Compton, struck a deal 
·. with conservative Democrats led by Barksdale to make the Leader the official state printer, thereby 
angering radicals on both sides. See R. H. Henry, Editors I Have Known since the Civil War (New Orleans, 
LA: Upton Printing, 1922), 89-90. 
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husband's location, which reportedly resulted in Or. Compton being caught hiding under 
Miss Gray's bed by his wife. In a fit of exasperation Compton reportedly emerged from 
under the bed, fired Miss Gray, and accused her of supplying his wife with "Morphium & 
Whiskey."237 Noble testified that she had for some time seen many things that "calculated 
in (her] mind that an improper intimacy ex isted between the Superintendent & (Assistant] 
Physician [H. W. Johnston] & the Missus [Lou and Lizzie] Gray.'t238 She ended er 
testimony by saying she was not influenced by any unkind feelings towards Drs. 
Compton and Johnston. 
The investigators also gathered corroborating testimony from a number of 
workmen who were renovating the Asylum during that time. A plasterer working on the 
Asylum's portico testified that he and his co-worker saw Dr. Compton go into a 
seamstresses' room and tell the children who were playing there to go downstairs as he 
pulled down the curtains. He added that there was "a good deal of talk among the 
workmen about it."239 Yet another worker stated that he witnessed Dr. Compton and Lou 
Gray emerge from a room looking "confused."240 He then saw Compton laying down on 
a bench near four or five women, perhaps overcome by the romance of his recent 
rendezvous with Miss Gray. Upon seeing Compton with his hands on Lou Gray's 
shoulders, yet another workman testified that he was led to believe "that an improper & 
237 Testimony of Clarissa Noble in "Lunatic Asy lum Investigation of Al leged Immoral and 
Unethical Conduct of Dr. Compton, Superintendent, March 187 1 ," Administration of Governor James L. 
A lcorn Correspondence. 
238 Testimony of Clarissa Noble. 
239 Test imony of Wi lliam Dawson in "Lunatic Asylum Investigation of Alleged Immoral and 
Uneth ical Conduct of Dr. Compton, Superintendent, March 1871 ," Administration of Governor James L. 
A lcorn Correspondence. 
240 Test imony of George F. Kerr in "Lunat ic Asylum Investigation of Alleged Immoral and 
Unethica l Conduct of Dr. Compton, Superintendent, March 187 1 ," Administrat ion of Governor James L. 
A lcorn Correspondence. 
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criminal intercourse existed between the parti~s. "24 1 Absconding behind locked doors, 
drawing down curtains, shooing away children, laying on hands: these were not the ways 
a married man was to conduct himself with young women. 
In his defense testimony, Compton decried the accusations against him as being 
motivated by ambition and demagoguery: the very base of the petty politics that old 
Whigs had condemned for decades. In a nod towards Noble and the radical Republicans 
she collaborated with, Compton asserted that "perhaps the most useful member of society 
... is the scandal monger whose whispered tales find ready listeners and active 
-----coadjutors in envious and aspiring outside doctors, dismissed attendants, [and] political 
demagogues. "242 Compton described these rumors as "magnified and perverted" and 
urged his investigators to see beyond the machinations of his opponents. He hoped that 
"the ears of the better class of citizens" would acknowledge the accusations as an attempt 
to slander his name at the expense of the reputation of the Grays, his wife, and the state 
asylum.243 
Compton relied heavily on Southern gender norms in his defense testimony. He 
saw it as his manly duty to protect the asylum, his patients, and his female staff from the 
evil intent of his opponents. Compton spent the large majority of his testimony defending 
the virtues of the Gray sisters instead of himself. "I think I have not underrated the task," 
he stated, "I know how prone we are to believe evil things of each other, and how 
incredulous the world is when frail women are concerned, but I trust I will not live to see 
24 1 Testimony of G. R. Johnson in "Lunatic Asylum Investigation of Alleged Immoral and 
Uneth ical Conduct of Dr. Compton, Superintendent, March 1871 ," Administration of Governor James L. 
Alcorn Correspondence. 
242 Testimony of William M. Compton in "Lunatic Asylum Investigation of Alleged Immoral and 
Unethical Conduct of Dr. Compton, Superintendent, March 1871 ,"Administration of Governor James L. 
Alcorn Correspondence. 
243 Testimony of William M. Compton. 
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the day when my manhood will quail before the storm of vituperation and abuse which I 
deem unjust."244 In his mind the future of the asylum, and perhaps his state, relied on his 
manly ability to protect the virtue of his wards. Furthermore, as many female 
psychological ailments were attributed at the time to the patient's inability to control her 
sexuality and emotions, how could the families of Mississippi trust the health and safety 
of their loved ones to a sullied asylum? As a question of practicality, Compton would 
have known that the asylum had to maintain a reputation as a safe place to send women 
since almost half of the patients and staff were female. 
Compton's defense of the sisters Gray began with an attack upon Matron Noble's 
character. He stated that Noble "was fickle and inconstant in her friendships."245 
Compton also testified that Noble was untrustworthy, since she had once failed to inform 
him that a young woman on the staff had become pregnant. Unlike the Grays, Mrs. Noble 
had many friends in the city: friends who liked to gossip and were scandal mongers. 
Noble was an out-of-control woman, and Compton admitted that he had been trying to 
replace her for some time. "The truth is I was afraid of her," he acquiesced, "not afraid of 
her on my own account, but on account of the welfare of the Institution. I knew that 
somebody would catch a tongue lashing [if she was confronted] and I dreaded it. "246 
Compton, who liked to see himself as the father figure in the Asylum's community, was 
threatened by the unwomanly disposition of the Asylum's symbolic mother. Perhaps 
Noble's most indecent act was that she engaged in the masculine world of politics in 
bringing charges against Compton after her di smissal from the Asylum. 
244 Testimony of William M Compton. 
245 Testimony of William M. Compton . 
246 Testimony of William M. Compton. 
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As for the character of Lizzie Gray, Compton agreed with the testimony offered 
by the Asylum's long-time Steward, R. F. McGill. The Grays were "excellent young 
ladies," according to Captain McGill.247 He stated that to the former matron, these young 
sisters were "the objects of envy and therefore vituperation and slander," but he had no 
qualms testifying on behalf of their "virtue and integrity. "248 According to the defense, 
Lizzie Gray was the epitome of female virtues, "always affable and kind with a smile and 
a gay pleasant word for all, yet possessed of a firmness which was uncompromising with 
wrong. "249 Lizzie's intelligence, charm, and beauty made her an ideal "companion for the 
better class of the monomaniacs" and her tactfulness allowed her "without force, [to] 
control and govern the most violent [patients.]"250 Gray's nurturing womanhood was so 
/ 
powerful that McGill perceived it as curative to the trouble mind. 
The defense's characterization of Lou Gray emphasized her youthfulness and 
innocence. Compton did not deny that Matron Noble had seen him in Lou's room, but he 
stated that "there was no privacy about it and a more innocent affair never could occur on 
earth."25 1 Compton claimed that he was very flushed and fatigued by a hot trip from 
Jackson. On his way into the Asylum, he encountered Mrs. Noble and Lou Gray, and the 
latter proposed to cool his head with a wet towel. He continued: 
Accepting the offer which was tendered in child-like innocence, I entered 
her room and leaned across the corner of her bed .. . with the easy 
simplicity of a child she poured water on one end of a towel and was 
proceeding to bathe my face when Mrs. Noble ... passed in full view of 
247 Testimony of R. F. McGill in "Lunatic Asy lum Investigation of Alleged Immoral and Unethical 
Conduct of Dr. Compton, Superintendent, March 187 1," Admin istration ofGovernor James L. Alcorn 
Correspondence. 
248 Testimony ofR. F. McGill. 
249 Testimony ofR. F. McGill. 
250 Testimony of R. F. McGill. 
251 Testimony of William M. Compton. 
me by the glass door. My face was towards that door and I saw her and 
she saw me. 252 
Mrs. Noble raised no concerns at this point and only spoke to Lou of Asylum business. 
According to Compton, his relationship with Lou Gray resembled that of a father and 
daughter, at least to the extent in which a public relationship between a respectable 
married man and a female employee could be.253 
The Ames faction of Republicans failed to remove Compton from the Asylum, 
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but their attack was not completely futile. The accusations were extremely embarrassing 
in their own right, but the fact that Ernestine Compton had been exposed as an opium 
addict was detrimental to the Comptons personally and professionally. The state asylum 
was supposed to be the one place an individual could go to be cured of addiction, but the 
fact that Compton's own household was not in order was disconcerting. After the 
investigation, the Asylum's Board of Trustees concluded that Compton was not guilty of 
~ 
any criminal act; however, they admonished him for being too liberal in entertaining 
friends and relatives at the asylum and ordered that he should no longer be allowed to 
order wine and spirits- presumably to include tonics like laudanum- except for 
d. . I 254 me Icma purposes. 
Compton's turn to the Republican Party in 1869 and the hostility he and his 
scalawag colleagues experienced is indicative of the political instability that pervaded the 
Civil War era. After the 1868 constitutional convention, the Republican and Democratic 
parties emerged as power brokers at the national and state levels. Many fo rmer Whigs 
came to realize that it no longer behooved them to pursue a conservative alliance with 
252 Testimony of William M. Compton. 
253 Testimony of William M Compton. 
254 Final report of the Board ofTrustees of the Miss issippi State Lunatic Asylum. 
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Democrats. Furthermore, many conservative Mississippians became convinced that their 
political ideology was more conducive to the Republican platform. For many, it was still 
too early to forget decades of intense Antebellum rivalry between Democrats and Whigs. 
It soon became clear that though they embraced the party of Lincoln, older racial and 
sectional divisions continued to breed factional animosities within their new party and 
threatened what was left of the white Southern men's ability to determine the fate of their 
society. Despite these challenges, former Whigs like Compton, Alcorn, and Fields 
continued to identify themselves as Republicans. They brought with them a distinctly 
Southern and conservative form ofRepublican ideology, based heavily on paternalism 
and the continuation of traditional patterns of racial etiquette. The influence oft~ 
scalawag Republicans in state politics threatened Northern Republicans enough to lead 
them to pursue a sex scandal against one of their own. Compton's tumultuous transition 
from Klansman to scalawag shows that despite the war and a strong desire for 
reconciliation, Mississippi's postwar politics were still greatly influenced by sectionalism 
and race. Ultimately, it was his consistent conservatism that led him to turn scalawag and, 
in turn, become a target of vitriol from within and without his party. 
In October of 1871 , Compton traveled back to Holly Springs to support Governor 
Alcorn during a debate against L. Q. C. Lamar, a lead ing Democrat.255 When Alcorn 
fiercely attacked the Ku Klux Klan in his speech at the newly rebuilt county courthouse, 
the local candidate for Congress, V ~n H. Manning, took offense and accused him of the 
255Watkins' account does not offer a date for this debate, but Hami lton's local history states that L. 
Q. C. Lamar debated Alcorn in Holly Springs in October 187 1 as the governor was canvassing the state 
during that year's legislative campaign. See Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 188; Hamilton, 
Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, 113. 
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hypocrisy of having a Klan organizer within his ento.urage. 256 Alcorn denied Manning's 
charge outright and demanded witnesses to step forward. The room erupted as men 
jumped to their feet and loudly pointed towards Compton. As H. C. Myers, who had 
helped Compton found the Marshall County Klan, mounted a table to identify his former 
compatriot, the lights in the room were snuffed in order to restore order and the audience 
filed out into the night before anyone was hurt. Compton's humiliation at the hands of 
radical Republicans and the mayhem at the Alcorn-Lamar debate in his hometown 
appears to have soured the doctor's political aspirations. An accused philanderer in 
Jackson and a controversial political turncoat in Holly Springs, Compton's political 
prospects were dimming, and he turned his attention towards reformiilg-Mississippi's 
medical system and the state asylum. 
Reconstructing the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum 
In 1874, Compton reflected on the state of the institution when he took over as 
superintendent. The board stated that even in 1870-five years after Appomattox Court 
House- the "exigencies of the war and the subsequent irregularity and insufficiency of 
the support" had left the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum in disarray.257 When Compton 
assumed the asylum's superintendency, he found it crowded to capacity with 160 largely 
chronic and incurable patients. The old bowling alley was housing the asylum's African 
American patients who were "in the summer sweltering with heat, [and] in winter 
freezing with cold."258 The kitchen and laundry faciliti es were utterly dil apidated, while 
256 Manning had recently whipped a Republican speaker named B. D. Nabers with a buggy whip, 
stampeding the crowd of African Americans that was present. See Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall 
County," 187-188. 
2 57 Annual Report of the Board ofTrustees and Superintendent of the Mississippi State Lunatic 
Asylum f or the Year 1873 (Jackson, MS: Mississippi State Lunatic Asy lum, 1874), 44, MDAH. 
258 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum.for the Year 1873, 44. 
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the furniture was old, broken, and infested by "a most prolific species of vermin . . . [who 
were] without the remotest fear of extinction. "259 In order to entertain and distract his 
patients from their mental ailments, Compton found only an old discordant piano, a 
ragged billiard table, dismal pictures, and an inadequate library. Furthermore, the 
asylum's medical and financial records were either missing or disorganized, and he 
likened his task to tunneling through mountains and bridging wide chasms.260 Such an 
environment was not conducive to Compton's psychiatric methods, and he took it as his 
primary task to rally support for the improvement of the state asylum and convince the 
governor and legislature to fund the expansion of the facility. 
Compton's method of psychiatric care was well in line with practices used 
throughout western Europe and North America during the nineteenth ~tury-a practice 
referred to as moral therapy. Compton was greatly influenced by the methods of Dr. 
Thomas Storey Kirkbride, the superintendent of the Pennsylvania Institute for the Insane 
in Philadelphia and the most famous psychiatrist and asylum designer in the United 
States. Upon taking office, Compton joined the Association of Medical Superintendents 
of American Institutions for the Insane (AMSAII), which Kirkbride had helped found, 
and began to implement the association's moral therapy methods in Mississippi. 
Moral treatment had its roots in the French Revolution, when Philippe Pinel 
began to advocate for a system he referred to as traitement moral, a psychologically-
oriented therapy that rejected the practices of bleeding, corporal punishment, and solitary 
confinement as methods to cure insanity. Moral therapy assumed that environmental 
conditions, as well as biological factors, could alter one's psychology and alter behavior. 
259 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1873, 44. 
260 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum f or the Year 1870, 7, 9, 57, 6 1. 
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Practitioners of moral therapy believed that by creating a well-ordered environment 
within an asylum, patients could be coerced into conducting themselves in a healthy 
manner and restore a healthy balance of intelligence and emotion. Accordingly, insanity 
was believed to be incapable of extinguishing the "inner light" of the afflicted; therefore, 
all mental illnesses were curable- though some were more difficult to alleviate than 
others. 26 1 The theories of moral therapy linked the mind and soul together and found a 
ready audience within an American public steeped in nineteenth-century Romanticism. 
From its introduction to the United States by Quakers, the theory was embraced by 
religiously-minded reformers like Dorothea Dix. It was the combined science and gospel 
of moral treatment that led to the establishment of moral therapy institutions like the 
Mississippi state asylum throughout the United States. 
Compton was the heir to and key lobbyist for Mississippi's moral therapy legacy. 
Immediately upon taking office, he followed Kirkbride's example by attempting to fix in 
the public mind an image of the asylum as a symbol of the state's Christian charity and 
modernity. In order to accomplish this mission, Compton engaged in a two-pronged 
public relations campaign. First, he engaged the state legislature by composing a lengthy 
history of the asylum and continually reminded them of their obligation to Mississippi's 
"children of misfortune. "262 Second, he attempted to build up support within the general 
public for the asylum and moral therapy in general. This was no simple task, as both the 
public and the legislature had to be convinced that insanity was a medical disease and, 
26 1 Gerald N . Grob, The Mad Among Us: A History of the Care of America's Mentally Iff (New 
York, NY: Free Press, 1994), 27- 28; Gamwell and Tomes, Madness in America, 37. 
262 See Chapter II and Annual Report of the Board of Trustees and Superintendent of the 
Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 18 77 (Jackson, MS: Mississippi State Lunati c Asy lum, 
1877), 15- 16, MDAH . 
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especially in a time of poverty, the asylum was a necessary form of state intervention in 
private life. 
In order to increase public awareness of the asylum's mission, Compton invited 
visitors to the institution. About every two weeks, Compton held dances and soirees, 
often referred to as "lunatic balls," at the asylum that were attended by both patients and 
members of Jackson society?63 By inviting guests to the asylum, Compton hoped that 
they would witness the benevolent nature and efficacy of moral therapy and echo the 
sentiments expressed by Charles Dickens after he attended a Boxing Day dance at a 
London asylum in 1851: 
[Asylum staff] find their sustainment and reward in the substitution of 
humanity for brutality, kindness for maltreatment, peace for raging fury; in 
acquisition of love instead of hatred; and in the knowledge that, from such 
treatment, improvement, and hope of final [mental] restoration will come, 
if such hope is possible. It may be little to have abolished from mad-house 
all that is abolished, and to have substituted all that is substituted. 
Nevertheless, reader, if you can do a little in any good direction- do it. It 
will be much some day264 \ 
By dispelling the popular perception of an insane asylum as "a fi rst-class dungeon, and a 
Black Hole of Calcutta," Compton hoped to highlight the reforms he was undertaking and 
. . . 1 265 
convert VISitors mto asy urn supporters. 
Asylum balls also offered visitors an opportunity to satiate a desire to explore 
their powerful curiosity about the nature of the human mind and consider the ambiguous 
line between sanity and madness.266 After posing as a musician and play ing at a ball at 
London's Hanwell Lunati c Asylum in 1875, Reverend Charles Maurice Davies stated that 
263 Gamwell and Tomes, Madness in America, 40-45. 
264 Charles Dickens, "A Curio us Dance Round a Curious Tree" (London, 1860), accessed Apri l 29, 
20 13, http://www. lang. nagoya-u.ac.jp/-matsuoka/CD-Dance.html. 
265 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 7 1. 
266 Gamwell and Tomes, Madness in America, 44. 
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"it [had] been said that if you stop your ears in a ballroom, and then look at the people-
reputed sane-skipping about in the new valse or the last galop, will imagine they must 
all be lunatics. "267 On his way home, he asked himself a question that other guests would 
have asked themselves, "which are the sane people, and which are the lunatics?"268 
Compton hoped his visitors would depart from his soirees with a newfound 
understanding of insanity as a mental illness to which friends and relatives, or even 
themselves, were susceptible. 
Compton also used his annual reports to build public awareness of the state 
asylum's mission. Newspaper publishers throughout the state donated their papers to the 
asylum, and Compton returned the favor by sending them copies of the reports he 
submitted to the governor's office. In them, he wrote considerably about the mission of 
the asylum, the state's role in it, and the institution's needs. In every annual report he 
submitted, Compton urged the state to allocate money for the addition of new wings. By 
1875, Compton joked that "some members of the Legislature have long since regarded 
the head of this Institution as a monomaniac of the subject of '.Expansion."'269 He 
acknowledged that Mississippians were poor and the legislature increasingly averse to 
increasing expenditures, but he constantly reminded them that the state held an obligation 
to the wards of the asylum. 
Compton often made a gendered appeal for the state asylum's expansion, 
especially once it became apparent to him that the asylum needed more beds in the 
female wards. He believed that the state's asylum movement was based on a masculine 
267 Charles Maurice Davies, Mystic London: or Phases of Occult Life in the Metropolis (London, 
1875), accessed April 29, 201 3, http://www. victorianlondon.org/publications/mystic-03.htm. 
268 Davies, Mystic London: or Phases of Occult Life in the Metropolis. 
269 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1875, 32 . 
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sense of honor and duty. In treating women, he saw himself as returning women to their 
proper role as domestic nurturers, thereby strengthening society. He sought to propagate 
this view to hi s male peers, urging them to remember that the demands for "economy and 
low taxes" that dominated the masculine political sphere were "commingled with ... 
maniacal shriek and sad wail of the female lunatic, pleading for shelter, for a home, and 
for skillful care. "270 Such care, he often argued, could only be administered at an asylum, 
where he served as a father figure while his own mother- who had replaced Clarissa 
Noble as Matron- served as the maternal figure who dealt with the "always delicate and 
embarrassing" needs of female patients. 271 
From the founding ofthe state asylum to 1877, approximately 43 percent of those 
admitted to the asylum's care were women; however, female patients outnumbered males 
throughout Compton's tenure.272 Several factors may have contributed to this fact. While 
Mississippi's asylum had a history of successfully curing female patients more so than 
males, Compton proved to be less successful in this regard.273 While several 
psychological ailments were exclusive to women- including hysterical mania, puerperal 
mania (which included post-partum depression)-they do not seem to have occurred at a 
--higher rate after the Civil War than before. Women were more likely to be admitted with 
270 Annual Report of the Mississippi Stale Lunatic Asylum f or ihe Year 1875, 32. 
27 1 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi Stale Limatic Asylum for the Year 1877,22. 
272 According to Compton 's 1877 report, 789 males and 587 females were admitted to the state 
asylum from 1855 to 1877. See Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum f or the Year 1877, 
25. 
273 From 1855 to 1877, 9 percent of female patients and 4 percent of male patients were discharged 
"Recovered" from the ir mental ai lments. Female pat ients were also slightly more like ly to be discharged 
"Unimproved," while men were more like ly to have died in or eloped from the asy lum. Overall , both sexes 
stood a 46 percenl chance of be ing discharged. See Annual Report of the Mississippi Stale Lunatic Asylum 
for the Year 1877, 25. According to Compton's reports, from 1870 to 1877 (excluding the 1871 report) his 
admission to cure/im prove rate for females was 33% compared to 39% ·for males. 
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"chronic" or "incurable" cases of insanity, which probably led to their higher numbers.274 
Women also appear to have suffered from mental illnesses resulting from "domestic 
trouble," "changes in life," and "uterine affections," which suggests that a return home 
would be difficult.275 Additionally, the higher number of female patients might reflect an 
actual increase in mental illness and poverty among the state's female population? 76 
Whatever the causes might be, the asylum appears to become a custodial rather than 
curative institution for women during Compton's superintendency. This becomes 
increasingly clear as one considers that men were both admitted and cured at a higher rate 
than women, who became long-term wards of the state. 
Compton and his counterparts held a deeply paternalistic view of female insanity 
and its treatment. While Compton worked with the legislature to reform the way the court 
system committed men to the asylum, they were sensitive to the deep embarrassment of 
"requiring a husband or father to parade the delusions and mental infirmities of his wife 
or daughter before a gaping jury."277 In order to protect patriarchs and their female wards, 
Compton advised the legislature to keep the extralegal means of committing women open 
to their menfo lk. As a result, women in Mississippi were more likely to be committed by 
families and friends, while men were conversely more likely to be admitted to the asylum 
by court order. 278 
274 From 1855 to 1875, 53 percent of female patients were diagnosed as suffering from chronic 
mania, compared to 46 percent of males. See Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the 
Year 1875, 19. 
275 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1875, 18. 
276 Women were more likely to be widowed or of unknown marital status than men. See Annual 
Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asy lum f or the Year 1875, 16. 
277 Annual.Report of the Board ofTrustees and Superintendent of the Mississippi State Lunatic 
Asylum for the Year 1874 (Jackson, MS: Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum, 1874), 36- 37, MDAH. 
278 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1874, 16. 
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Eventually, so many women were admitted into the asylum that a new female 
wing had to be added. This was not simply a matter of requiring enough space to 
fac ilitate moral therapy practices, it was also a matter of fairness. In 1874, a man wrote 
Governor Ames asking him to ensure that "Mississippi's law abiding citizens [not] be 
denied the privilege of [a] room in the Asylum for his daughter."279 The man's father-in-
law, it seems, had a daughter who had been insane since she contracted typhoid fever in 
1873. Her father was forced to watch her all the time in order to "prevent her from 
running off, and, perhaps, [falling] into the hands of some unprincipled person, who 
might bring ruin upon us."280 Now "old and feeble," the father turned to the state, to 
whom he had paid "any and all taxes ... for fifty years," for assistance.281 This was "the 
first and only favor that he [had] ever called upon" from Mississippi? 82 Compton 
included this letter in his argument for the new female wings and asked the legislature if 
it was not just to entitle the man "to some consideration now, that, in his old age, this 
calamity has come upon him."283 He viewed it as a matter of fairness and duty for the 
state to intervene on behalf those men who were victimized by the insanity oftheir 
daughters. 
Compton's sense of paternalism was not limited to women. From the moment he 
became superintendent, he argued that African Americans should be offered the same 
level of psychiatric care as whites. In order to di sassociate his planned reforms from the 
radical and African American Republicans, Compton stated that he made "no appeal to a 
new political element in our State when [he said] that insane persons of color [had] been 
279 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1874, 37. 
280 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1874, 37. 
28 1 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1874, 37. 
282 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1874, 37. 
283 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1874,38. 
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sadly neglected, and that provision for their proper care and treatment should be made as 
early as possible. "284 While he advocated to provide psychiatric care to black 
Mississippians, Compton made it clear that he did not dispute "the question of caste," nor 
did he believe the races could be "properly and successfully" treated in integrated 
wards.285 To him, the racial prejudices were inborn ideas that were intensified in the 
insane mind. As unfortunate as this fact might be, he asserted "that the Lunatic Asylum 
[was] not the place to attempt to educate out of a person an inborn idea." 286 Instead, 
Compton argued that it was only proper that the former masters of Mississippi provide 
freed men and women a separate building on the asylum grounds where moral therapy 
could be applied. 
Compton continued to argue for the equal care of both races in Mississippi. In 
1872, he unsuccessfully attempted to persuade the AMSAII to make its opinion on racial 
segregation known. Later that year, he urged the legislature to take action on the matter. 
He asserted that the treatment of African Americans was "not a question in which party 
politics should be permitted to enter."287 Instead, he believed it was "one which all should 
regard as involving that sublime philanthropy which has done honor to the heads and 
hearts of civilized men in all ages of the world."288 The superintendent's convictions on 
the matter were not shaken when "redeemer" Democrats took over the state in 1876 and 
began purging Republicans from office. Citing an 1856 attempt of the asylum's Board of 
Trustees to allow slaves into the asylum, Compton argued that Mississippi had "never 
284 Annual Report of the Board a/Trustees and Superintendent of the Mississippi State Lunatic 
Asylumforthe Year 1871 (Jackson, MS: Mississippi State Lunatic Asy lum, 187 1), 20, MDAH. 
285 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 187 I , 20. 
286 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1871, 20. 
287 Annual Report of the Board ofTrustees and Superintendent of the Mississippi State Lunatic 
Asylum for the Year 1872 (Jackson, MS: Mississ ippi State Lunatic Asylum, 1873), 2 1- 22, MDAH. 
288 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asy lum for the Year 1872, 23. 
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been unmindful of her children of misfortune, nor even her color~d ones. "289 To 
Compton, partial integration in 1877 was not incompatible with his traditional sense of 
white Southern cqnservatism. To the contrary, he believed that Mississippi would be 
continuing its legacy of benevolent paternalism by treating both races separately but 
equally at the state asylum. 
The Faithful Doctor and Fallen Soldier 
Although the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum was never intended to be a 
research facility, Compton found time to engage in the latest psychiatric developments of 
his time. Although there are no patient care records to glean information as to what kind 
of medical treatments he used at the asylum, it is possible to derive some information 
from his annual reports and a thesis he wrote regarding alcoholism (to which he referred 
as methomania or dipsomania), near the end of his career.290 In such an analysis, 
Compton's embrace of the latest medical practices and theories becomes clear. His ability 
to apply and sell these innovations reflects his growing reputation as a physician and a 
desire among his faction of the Republican Party for a state medical system to rival any in 
the North. 
Compton's annual reports also offer insight into who he was not only as a doctor 
and politician, but also a man. Throughout his reports, Compton protected the privacy of 
his patients in his annual reports . He never included their names, nor did he ever offer 
detail s about patients that were not pertinent to their condition and treatment. And yet, 
Compton's flowery musings about the nature of the mind and insanity show him to be 
man of empathy, introspection, and intellect. His reports show that he cared deeply about 
289 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1877, 15-16. 
290 William M. Compton, The Influence of Alcohol (Jackson, MS, 1877). 
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the welfare of his patients and took his profession seriously. Compton was not only a 
skilled politician, but he was also a skilled and industrious physician who saw it as his 
social, religious, and professional duty to care for those less fortunate than he was. The 
fact that he framed these values within a larger racist, gendered, and patriarchal 
world view illustrates the complex interaction of Southern paternalism and reform. 
If Compton had no psychiatric experience before becoming superintendent of the 
state asylum, he certainly had the introspectiveness and ingenuity required to learn how 
to effectively navigate the field. In his first annual report, Compton argued that insanity 
should be understood as "simply a disease like pneumonia, cholera, and neuralgia, and 
not a supernatural, mysterious, unearthly sort of intangible pscyhical etherealism."291 As 
a physical disease, mental illness could be effectively diagnosed and treated properly . 
Nevertheless, the complexities of the mind held a deep, almost spiritual, fascination for 
the doctor. He could not help but speak of it in the most romantic of metaphors: 
The brain is the great work-house of the ever-busy mind, with its million 
shops, its immense foundry forging thunder-bolts of thought to strike the 
world with awe, its mighty engine driving the wheels of ambition, it 
almost fathomless crucible, melting down and refining, and its great anvils 
and ponderous hammers, beating into form the crude materi als furnished 
by the senses, its laboratory, where crystal gems are shaped and pol ished, 
and its finer looms weaving into a fancy web the gossamer threads of 
poetry .... The home of passions, where envy, revenge, and hatred lurk 
and rankle; with its gorgeous saloons, where love delights to sip its nectar, 
and its dark corner, where remorse hangs its head, and quaffs the cup of 
gall ; its lofty dome, where hope, all radiant, sits enthroned, and the low 
dismal valley, where despair sits down and groans; the battle-field, where 
soldier-passions meet for murder, and the trysting place, where the tempter 
comes with winning smiles to beguile us! Like the sea, never waveless! 
Now like old ocean, lashed into fury by the rushing winds, its mighty 
billows rolling, and plunging, and dashing themselves into spray aga inst 
the shore-cliff; now like the placid lake, its gentle ripples sparkling in the 
291 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year /870, 68. 
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evenin8 sunshine, and returning in softest murmurs, the echo of love's own 
song.29 . 
To Compton, the mind was the nexus of the body and soul, whose ailments had to be 
gently treated by those sensitive to its complexities, passions, power, and delicacies. 
Compton viewed his role in the treatment of insanity as that of a "guardian and 
foster-friend" of those who had been confined to his care.293 As a leader, it was also his 
role to serve as an advocate for those suffering from mental illness outside of the asylum, 
as well as their families and friends. In 1874, he wrote that "the physician must possess 
the ingenuity (if he is not endowed with the natural gift) to secure the confidence of, and 
thus acquire mastery over the patient."294 In order to be successful, the physician must 
possess unvarying kindness, undeviating truthfulness, self-possession·, a discriminating 
nature, and tact. In many ways, Compton believed that an effective alienist must be the 
epitome of Victorian respectability in order to actively expand the reach of the state 
asylum in his mission to civilize the barbarity of lunacy. 
Despite the fact that the business of rebuilding and reforming the asylum offered 
him little opportunity to research, Compton did find at least one opportunity to conduct 
an experiment. Shortly after assuming office, the asylum admitted a young man who was 
suffering from epilepsy and "was almost an imbecile intellectually" since he was twelve 
years old.295 Since the patient's seizures appeared to be brought on as he was about to fa ll 
asleep, Compton began to administer twenty to thirty grains of "hydrate of chloral," a 
sedative akin to chloroform, in order to avoid "that slow and dreamy transition from 
292 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 70- 71. 
293 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1874, 33. 
294 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1874, 33. 
295 Annual Report of the Mississippi Stale Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 68. 
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wakefulness to sleep [in order] to escape the paroxysm."296 Furthermore, Compton began 
injecting his pati ent with "Brown Sequard," a hormone treatment comprised of fluid 
extracted from the testes of guinea pigs or dogs. After a month, Compton claimed that his 
patient's seizures had ceased and "his intellect [had] brightened gradually."297 Four 
months later, the young man "became so anxious to return to his home .. . a thing that he 
had not spoken of for a year" and was allowed to return home.298 Despite his apparent 
success, Compton noted that epilepsy was incurable and wondered if his patient would 
eventually relapse?99 
Compton engaged in a continuous mission to develop his skills as a professional. 
He was a regular fixture at the international AMSAII conferences, and he claimed to have 
read the standard books and periodicals ofthe profession. Endeavoring "to keep up with 
the times," Compton directed his staff to also attend conferences and read medical 
j ournals.30° Compton often stated that the asylum's staff and patients formed a 
community, and he always closed his annual reports by heaping praise and gratitude upon 
them despite hi s fear that such demonstration might grow stale: 
.. . the position that requires more toil, more weary, soul-fatiguing 
patience is that of an attendant. Locked up with the patients day after day 
and night after night, compelled to listen to all their complaints and 
delusions-one minute engaged in a physical struggle with a violent and 
dangerous madman or madwoman, and the next required to soothe the 
melancholy and sorrowful. Cut offfrom all the avenues of society, with no 
visiting and no receiving of visitors, scrubbing and sweeping, arranging 
bed rooms and dining rooms, and all the time required to be cheerful and 
apparently happy, upon small wages! The world does not know them. The 
Governor and members of the Legislature do not know them. Even the 
Board ofTrustees do not know all of them. Their names do not appear 
296 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 68 . 
297 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 68 . 
298 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 68 . 
299 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lzmatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 68 . 
300 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1875, 35. 
upon the backs of annual repo1ts. But their Superintendent knows them, 
and I take thi s occasion to express my heartfelt thanks to those attendants 
who have performed their duties so faithfully and so carefully. May they 
be liberally rewarded according to their merits!301 
Throughout his reports, Compton appears to have genuinely found contentment and 
pleasure in his work and asylum community. 
Compton also appears to have harbored a patriarchal affinity for hi s patients. 
After twelve of his wards died in 1872, Compton eulogized as "fixtures in the 
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Institution," adding that he and the staff "[missed] them, and their peculiar delusions, as 
we pass through the wards on our daily rounds, and we devoutly trust that they are happy 
in the enjoyment ofthat other life, in which the terrible scourge- insanity- is not 
known. "302 Perhaps it was due to his wife's struggles with addiction, bur Compton also 
empathized with the inebriates and "opium-eaters" at his asylum. Rejecting the popular 
belief that addiction was a form of moral weakness, he stated that not all addicts were 
corrupt. In his estimation, they were individuals "endowed with all the qualities of 
genius, intellect, and honor that characterize the noblest creatures of God," adding that 
"they [were] worth saving."303 Once a patient was discharged from the asylum, the 
superintendent often kept in communication with his former wards. To Compton, the 
asy lum was a community whose various members afforded him a calling and a sense of 
importance. 304 
30 1 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1875, 39-40. 
302 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1872, 10. 
30
l Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1872, 25. 
304 Compton confessed "It is for [my patients] that I write, and for [whom] I am important]. See 
Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum f or the Year 1875, 33. 
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Compton's concern for the mental health of his former comrades contributed to 
his interest in a problem that wracked his generation of veterans: alcoholism.305 Although 
he never overtly associated alcoholism with veterans, physicians all over the United 
States were increasingly doing so.306 Compton was more concerned with effectively 
treating alcoholism and convincing Mississippians that it was a curable disease.307 In his 
judgment, "nothing in the arena of politics . .. [was] so important as [the treating and 
curing of inebriates]. "308 While he acknowledged the ill effects of "King Alcohol" upon 
society, Compton never embraced temperance as a realistic solution.309 In his mind, the 
physician who carried "the principle of teetotalism into the sick room" was throwing 
away "one of the most valuable of medicines. "31 0 Instead, he advocated for the reform of 
the way criminal law treated drunkards and advocated for the establishment of inebriate 
asylums in the state. As time passed, Compton found that neither legislation nor asylum 
care could stop the spread of alcoholism. "Prohibitory laws and inebriate asylums," he 
concluded in 1877, "are turning out to be failures .. . It seems that we are utterly 
powerless against alcohol. "311 Although he was not able to cure society of drunkenness, 
he was ultimately successful in convincing Mississippians that alcoholism was a 
disease-a fundamental tenant in many modern addiction recovery programs. 
305 For a lcoholism among C ivil War veterans, see James Marten, Sing Not War: The Lives of 
Union & Confederate Veterans in Gilded Age America (C hapel Hill , NC: Un ivers ity ofNorth Caro lina 
Press, 20 I I); R. B. Rosenburg , Living Monuments: Confederate Soldiers' Homes in the New South (Chapel 
Hill, NC: Univers ity ofNorth Carolina Press, 1993). 
306 The fact that a high percentage of males had served in the C ivi l War like ly rendered Compton's 
need to tie alcoholism to veterans moot. For physician's views of a lcoholism and veterans, see Marten, Sing 
Not War, I 09- 111. 
307 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1872, 23 . 
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In all of his annual reports, Compton only mentions veterans twice. In 1870, he 
succinctly described the death of a young veteran at the asylum. While he was "in the 
prime of vigorous manhood," the patient had lost a leg during the war. His wound 
rendered the man "exceedingly plethoric" and Compton believed that this overabundance 
of blood caused a constant congestion in his patient's brain and acute mania.3 12 After ten 
months at the asylum, the young veteran suffered a series of strokes and died. Compton 
did reflect on this soldier's passing, but his experience with amputations during the war 
appears to have aided him in his diagnosis. 
Perhaps it was his growing affinity to the plight of his patients or a sense of 
nostalgia, but Compton was much more introspective when he wrote of the mental state 
of his generation of Confederate veterans in 1876. Compton rejected the former-
superintendent George Kells's 1865 warnings that Mississippi would experience a drastic 
increase in the occurrence of insanity due to the trials ofthe Civil War.313 Instead, 
Compton wondered ifthe war had instead "[aroused] in [Mississippians] a spirit of 
determination to throw off and rise above the accumulated calamities which oppressed 
them," stirring them to a previously unknown level of physical and mental fortitude. And 
yet, Compton could not help but perceive the disturbing symptoms of mental exhaustion 
among the state's veteran population: 
May it not be that some of those who entered the contest [of returning 
home] at first with stout arms and manly hearts, full of hope and promise, 
are now proving unequal to the conflict? ... Some of them have given up 
the struggle for existence entirely and have died, while others have happily 
recovered and gone home with recuRerated strength and burnished armor, 
to engage in the battle of life again. 14 _ 
3 12 Annual Report ofthe Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1870, 66- 67 . 
3 13 1865 Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum Report. 
3 14 Annual Report of the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1875, 7- 8. 
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In his only statement regarding the social and psychological effects of the Civil War on 
Mississippi, Compton acknowledged that the mental effects of war could be rooted in the 
psyche, and that such traumas could be slow to manifest. Almost as if to suggest that he 
found himself helpless in the face of this new wave of mental illness, Compton offered no 
advice and abruptly ended his comments on the topic after speaking of the struggle for 
existence and the battle of life. 
Throughout his tenure as superintendent, Compton successfully pressed the state 
government on the issue of the asylum's expansion by appealing to the state's sense of 
Christian charity and demonstrating that the asylum was, and always had been, a beacon 
of Mississippi's modernity and honor. While he was not able to cure his patients of 
alcoholism or fully comprehend the psychiatric ramifications of the Civil War era, he was 
able to convince Mississippians that insanity was a disease that should be treated in an 
asylum rather than in prison. While he oversaw the rebuilding and expansion of the 
asylum's facilities, Compton was also the key figure in the founding of the Mississippi 
Board of Health, the president of the state medical society, and a permanent member of 
the American Medical Association. Even after the Redeemer Democrats took control of 
the state in 1876, Governor John M. Stone- who had served on the asylums board of 
trustees- chose to retain Compton as the sole Republican in control of a public 
institution in Mississippi. 
However, in 1878, Compton's second term as superintendent of the state asy I urn 
came to an end. The state senate, now controlled by Democrats, refused to reappoint him. 
Senator William D. Peery acknowledged Compton's national reputation as a physician, as 
well as the many contributior1s he had made to Mississippi's medical system; however, 
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the state could no longer suffer the presence of scalawags in high office. "The objection 
to him," Peery remarked, "is that he has furnished a large part of the brains and vindictive 
hate that has fed the Radical party since 1869, and the Senators felt that to [retain] him in 
a place of honor, and profit, and trust would be to warm up the old snake to bite us again 
in future elections. "315 Before he left office, Compton attended the AM SAil conference 
with his successor, Dr. Thomas J. Mitchell. Before his colleagues, Compton reported that 
"during the past winter an epidemic of emotional insanity seized upon one of the houses 
of our Legislature ... and they did not get any better until they appointed a new 
superintendent."316 Although he was forced to leave the position that had offered him 
prestige, wealth, and a community, Compton was determined not to retire from the field 
of psychiatry. 317 
1878 proved to be disastrous for the Comptons and Marshall County. Ernestine 
Compton died shortly after her husband was informed of his removal from office, and 
William buried her near their home in Holly Springs. As Compton was in the process of 
building a private asylum for upper-class Mississippians, word of a growing epidemic of 
Yellow Fever reached Marshall County. As the epidemic traveled from New Orleans to 
Grenada and then to Memphis, Holly Springs was mercifully passed by. In order to 
prevent the spread of the disease into Marshall County, a board of health composed of 
three members was established in Holly Springs. A disagreement arose as Colonel H. W. 
Walter and other older and prominent citizens-convinced that Holly Springs' elevation 
and pure air was not susceptible to the miasma that carried the deadly "Yellow Jack"-
315Greenwood Yazoo Valley Flag, February I, 1878, quoted in Harris, The Day of the 
Carpetbagfer, 365. 
31 Medical Officers of the New York State Lunatic Asylum, ed., The American Journal of 
Insanity, vol. 35 (Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1878), 126. 
3 17 Medical Officers of the New York State Lunatic Asylum, Journal of insanity, 35:358. 
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allowed refugees from Grenada into the city. Compton, along with Dr. F. W. Dancy, 
emphatically protested against allowing potentially infected people into the city and 
urged their elders to maintain their self-imposed quarantine, but they were overruled.318 
Death would soon make its presence known when several people from Grenada 
died of Yellow Fever in the home ofDr. W. J. L. Holland. On August 31 , 1878, Mayor 
A. W. Goodrich became the first citizen of Holly Springs to die ofthe fever. Three days 
later, an epidemic was declared in Holly Springs as two thousand of its citizens attempted 
to flee the city by any means necessary. As their neighbors fled, Drs. Compton, Holland, 
and B. F. McKie- as well as Compton's mother- remained behind to organize the relief 
effort. Holland secured aid relief from New Orleans while several immune doctors 
arrived from as Texas to help. Among those who stayed to nurse the ill and dying were 
the six Sisters of Charity from the local Catholic school. One by one, the sisters died as 
they treated their patients in the county courthouse.319 
Before winter arrived and ended the Yellow Fever Epidemic of 1878, 1,440 cases 
of fever were recorded in Holly Springs. Of those, 304 victims died. Colonel H. W. 
Walter, with whom Compton had so furiously di sagreed about the Grenada refugees, al so 
perished, as did all three of his sons and Dr. Holland. As she assisted her son in treating 
their neighbors, Sallie Compton fell ill and died on October 21 or 22. Compton was the 
last doctor to die during the 1878 Yellow Fever epidemic, succumbing on October 23, 
1878 at the age of 46. In the obituary commissioned by the AMSAII after his death, 
3 18 Dancy had served as the Sergeant Major of Compton's regiment during the Civil War. See 
Hamilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, 49, 145; for a comprehensive history of the 1878 
yellow fever epidemic in Mississippi see Deanne Stephens Nuwer, Plague Among the Magnolias: The 1878 
Yellow Fever Epidemic in Mississippi (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 2009). 
3 19 After Sister Corinthia died, Dr. Swearinger of Texas inscribed a tribute and poem on the 
courthouse wall in her honor. This inscription was later removed and is on display in the Marshall County 
Museum . See Hamilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, 50. 
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Compton was remembered as a "faithful doctor, like a soldier with armor on, [who] died 
at the post of duty, after a brief illness of the prevalent epidemic. "320 
In death, Compton was finally redeemed of his scalawag past. Barksdale's 
Democratic Jackson Daily Clarion eulogized him as "a member of the Constitutional 
Convention of 1868 and a conspicuous actor in political events since the war ... he was a 
man of letters, and learning . . . and possessed generous traits of character which attached 
him to a large circle offriends."321 Charged with caring for her six younger siblings, 
Nannie Compton married her father's long-time assistant and scion of a prevailing 
Democratic family, Dr. James McWillie. Nannie became a fixture in Jackson social 
circles, and her daughter, Beatrice, married Robert E. Lee Craig, the popular rector at St. 
Andrew's Episcopal Cathedral and future bishop. Despite William Compton's scalawag 
history, his death and his family were able to finally "redeem" his legacy. 
The history of William Compton's medical and political career is indicative of a 
wider fluidity in political allegiance during the Civil War era. After 1868, the Republican 
Party emerged as the dominant political force throughout Mississippi. Many white 
conservatives like William Compton came to believe that it no longer behooved them to 
continue work on behalf of the Democratic Party. For many, it was still too earl y to forget 
decades of intense antebellum rivalry between Democrats and Whigs, while others were 
still engaged in a continuing war against secessionists. However, most scalawags viewed 
their turn to the Republican Party as consistent with their long history of conservatism. 
Compton turned scalawag out of a disillusionment with Democratic ideology and 
methods, as well as strong conservative desire to protect what was left of Southern white 
320 Medical Officers of the New York State Lunatic Asylum, Journal of Insanity, 35:205. 
32 1 Jackson Daily Clarion, October 30, 1878. 
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men's ability to determine the fate of their society. Compton and his scalawag allies 
brought to their new party a distinctly Southern form of Republican ideology, based 
heavily on paternalism and the continuation of traditional patterns of racial etiquette, and 
yet supportive of reform. Compton's career shows that the Civil War era's battles were 
experienced not only on the battlefield and halls of government, but also in places as 




At the base of this study is a desire to view Reconstruction as a part of the Civil 
War era. Of course, this is not a new idea. Over the past three decades, as historians have 
employed the methods of War and Society studies to ponder the social and cultural 
history of the Civil War, they have included in their analyses the postwar history of the 
era. If Karl Von Clausewitz is correct and war is a continuation of politics by other 
means, it is fair to assert that the cessation of war is also a continuation of political 
intercourse. Just as it has been fruitful to examine the motivations of soldiers as they 
marched off to war, historians should also consider their motivations as they returned 
home. 
This thesis owes much to the Gerald F. Linderman's Embattled Courage, which 
examines how the experience of combat altered the cultural conceptions about honor, war 
aims, sectionalism, and warfare during the Civil War.322 According to Linderman, the 
Romantic aura that characterized the war soldiers initially expected to fight was stripped 
away once it became evident to them that war was a brutal, costly, and absurd business. 
As the war went on, soldiers grew more cynical, developing a culture of their own apart 
from that of the civilian world. Linked together by common experience, these soldiers 
became veterans and found more in common with each other-Yankee or Rebel- than 
with the postwar society that sought to use them and the war for their own means. 
According to Linderman, veterans fe lt as if they could never accurately describe 
what they had experienced during the war; a sentiment that would lead them to rapidly 
322 Gerald Linderman, Embattled Courage: The Experience of Combat in the American Civil War 
(New York, NY: Free Press, 1987). 
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turn away from the war. On this point, my understanding of the experience of veterans 
diverges from that of Linderman. I argue that even during the war, veterans on both sides 
began to engage civilians in a discourse pertaining to what it meant to be a veteran and 
what the Civil War's legacy was. Even if they avoided speaking ofthe war outwardly, its 
memory was undoubtedly etched in their minds and influenced how veterans engaged the 
world around them. Linderman characterized this period of "heroic modesty" as "The 
Hibernation" in his epilogue; however, I contend that no such thing occurred.323 The 
effects of the war were too pervasive in American culture to allow a weary Confederate 
to simply fall into a Rip Van Winkle-like slumber after the war. The war ended in 1865, 
but the greater conflict had only just begun. William M. Compton's post-Civil War career 
is but one example of how veterans- the vast majority ofMississippi's political leaders 
served in the military during the war-returned home to either "[give] up the struggle for 
existence entirely" or "engage in the battle oflife again." 324 
When the Civil War ended, many political and social questions remained 
unanswered. Slavery and secession were undeniably a thing of the past, but the war left 
other questions up for debate. What was the new relationship between the individual and 
the government, and, likewise, the state and the federal government? What destroyed 
slavery, a conquering army or the Southern states themselves? Who was to blame for the 
war and what should their fate be? Where the races now equal, or was white supremacy 
to be enforced? When veterans returned home from the war, they brought with them their 
own interpretation of the war's meaning. Those who survived the Civil War did not go 
into hibernation; instead, they continued fighting the conflicts ofthe era by engaging in 
323 Linderman, Emballled Courage, .266-275. 
324 Annual Report of the Mississippi Stare Lunatic Asylum for the Year 1875, 7- 8. 
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the innumerable manifestations of cultural discourse. Many negotiations were carried out 
in the political arena, but the majority of it was carried out in places like the home, 
tavern, church, and even the Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum. 
Throughout his life as a political leader, doctor, and soldier, Compton was 
motivated by an abiding sense of conservative Whig ideology, ambition, and paternalism. 
When the war broke out, he was motivated by his sense of duty to serve his home state in 
the legislature and in the army. After returning home, he rejected the reactionary strategy 
of obstruction through nonparticipation and took his place as a productive leader of the 
1865 and 1868 conventions. As a delegate, Compton opposed anything that reeked of 
radicalism, be it from the left or right, and advocated the conservative reform of the state. 
Like many of his conservative colleagues, he accepted the social elevation, but not the 
equality, of African Americans in the good faith that radical Republicans would not 
disenfranchise whites. When the 1868 convention betrayed this faith, Compton joined 
local conservatives by indignantly opposing the new constitution. His honor betrayed and 
his reputation apparently bruised, the conservative Compton resorted to extralegal means 
to protect the rights of hi s race and to defeat the constitution. Unable to secede, he 
invoked the right of posse comitatus and established the Marshall County Ku Klux Klan. 
When President Grant and Congress took steps to give white Mississippians a real 
opportunity to rejoin the Union and ratify a state amendment absent the 
disenfranchisement clauses, Compton likely came to see the violent .and decentralized 
tactics of the Ku Klux Klan as a danger to law and order. Ever the conservative, he 
doffed his Klan robes and turned scalawag by joining James L. Alcorn's wing of the 
Republican Party. Compton's decision to do so was motivated not only by his belief in 
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conservative Republicanism and his dislike ofthe resurgent Democratic Party, but also a 
desire to serve his state as perhaps the most prestigious physician in Mississippi. Once 
again, Compton opposed the more radical members of his party and attempted to forge 
cross-party and biracial alliances with moderates like Ethelbert Barksdale with the 
ultimate goal of establishing a conservative white power base. The Alcorn faction soon 
realized that black voters would not be so easily swayed to vote against their own 
interests, and Compton soon found himself the subject of an embarrassing scandal from 
within his own party. As for their nascent alliance with conservative Democrats, 
Barksdale and his colleagues refused to do much to pull the scalawag's feet from the 
flames. 
After the public humiliation of the sexual misconduct scandal, Compton focused 
on reforming the state asylum and medical system. Even in these reforms, he remained a 
consummate paternalist and viewed his endeavor as a continuation of a longer-standing 
tradition of state intervention in the care of its "children of misfortune." From the 
moment Compton assumed the office of asylum superintendent, he was engaged in moral 
entrepreneurship by working to convince the newly reestablished state government of its 
duty to provide for its insane patients. He also strove to lift up the asylum as a symbol of 
Mississippi state pride, Christian charity, and modernity. In doing so, he effectively 
convinced government officials as well as the public that since insanity was a disease that 
could only be treated properly in an asylum run by a skilled physician like himself. 
Besides improving and expanding the asylum, Compton was also an important figure in 
the organization and modernization of the state's medical association and system. 
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The asylum's elevation as a potent cultural and political symbol was not without 
costs. As superintendent of one of the largest public institutions in the state, Compton 
became a lightning rod of political intrigue, as demonstrated in the 1871 attempt by 
radical Republicans to remove him by way of a sex scandal. When Democrats 
"redeemed" the state in 1876, the asylum's funding frequently became the target for 
retrenchment. To counter these funding cuts, Compton appealed heavily on paternalistic 
values, arguing that the asylum was necessary in the fight against poverty, alcoholism, 
and insanity. He often reminded legislators that insane persons were a danger to 
themselves, their families, and wider society. To cut funding to the institution was to 
recklessly resign the asylum's patients to permanent insanity-an action that would 
reflect poorly on Mississippi's moral standing. 
Yet, in all of his appeals to reform and expand the asylum, Compton remained 
ever the conservative. Compton advocated for the admission of blacks into the asylum, 
but he based his position on a belief that Mississippi had in the past, and should in the 
future, took care of its African Americans. When he asked the legislature to expand 
female wards, he couched his position in the most misogynistic terms and considered the 
embarrassment of the husbands of insane women to be the most important matter at hand. 
This is not to say that Compton did not care about the p light of his African American or 
female inmates. To the contrary, he did so deeply, albeit in terms that suited his own 
conservative predilections and the cultural demands of hi s white Southern 
contemporaries. 
In the final analysis, it is important to note that in the local histories of Marshall 
County, William Compton in remembered not so much as a scalawag, but as a 
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Democratic leader. When Ruth Watkins composed her 1912 history of Marshall County, 
she included Compton's biography in the section dedicated to local Democratic leaders. 
Furthermore, when she interviewed H. C. Myers-who helped Compton organize the 
Marshall County Klan-he confessed that "the county had no better citizen" than Dr. 
Compton.325 William Baskerville Hamilton's 1831 history of Holly Springs, Mrs. Thomas 
Bratton is said to have remembered Compton as a "pioneer in the enormous step taken in 
the treatment of the insane in regarding them as diseased persons subject to treatment 
rather than dangerous persons subject only to incarceration. "326 Despite his defection to 
the Republican Party, at no point in these accounts was Compton remembered as among 
the "tum-coat scalawags" who were bitterly hated by the Democrats.327 
One can draw several conclusions as to why Compton is remembered in this way. 
Firstly, his heroic death fighting the Yellow Fever Epidemic of 1878-an event that 
Holly Springs never fully recovered from-did much to rehabilitate his reputation after 
his ouster at the hands of "redeemer" Democrats two years before. Although his many 
reforms to the state medical reforms system were not capable of containing the epidemic, 
Mississippians were not blind to their prudency in its aftermath. Nannie Compton's 
marriage to James McWillie (her father's long-time assistant physician at the asylum, son 
of former governor William McWillie, and brother of one of Mississippi's first 
Confederate martyrs) also bound the family's future to that of a leading Democratic 
family. Finally, Compton's consistent conservatism also prevented him from committing 
the most egregious act of race betrayal. Despite the fact that he was technically a 
scalawag, Compton's reputation was that of an ideal paternalist. To the end, he was 
325 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 163. 
326 Hamilton, Holly Springs Mississippi to the Year 1878, I 02. 
327 Watkins, "Reconstruction in Marshall County," 160. 
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adaptable, intelligent, forward-thinking, ambitious, independent, and pragmatic. 
Although Democrats may have thought he exuded these characteristics to a fault, he was 
still a respectable white Southern man in their reckoning. 
However, one very important question remains: to what degree can Compton be 
considered an actual scalawag? If his career can offer any solid conclusion, it is that the 
Civil War era-like any other period of revolution-was a time of immense political 
turmoil and political identifications were constantly in flux. Before the war and 
immediately after, Compton's brand of conservatism identified him as an Old Line Whig. 
After the 1868 convention, the issue of proscription pushed him into the ranks of the 
Democratic Party. Afterwards, Mississippi's political lines shifted once again, and 
Compton found his ideals to be attune to that of Alcorn's faction of the Republican Party. 
The label of "scalawag" was not one Compton or his colleagues ascribed to; instead, it 
was imposed by his political opponents. 
As long as the historical discourse of the Civil War era continues to employ the 
terms used by Democrats to describe their adversaries, Compton will be invariably be 
associated with the term "scalawag." Over simplistic and not befitting of the complexities 
of the era's political reality, it is time to reconsider the wisdom of keeping this construct. 
Compton's career suggests that the traditional Republican/Democrat dichotomy does not 
reflect the political fluidity of the era. Beyond strict partisanship, many other factors 
served to motivate those who waged peace after Appomattox Courthouse, For Compton, 
and perhaps many others, it was his consistent conservatism and aversion to radicalism 
and revolution that encapsulated his political career. 
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